
Half-Blood's Debt

S.C. Stokes

Copyright

Copyright © 2021 Prescient Publishing

Cover Art by Bewitching Book Covers  All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Thanks For Being Here

Half-Blood's Birthright Preview

Exclusive Preview - A Date With Death

The S.C. Stokes Library

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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It’s the little things that let you know you aren’t dead. The faint crackle of a fire burning, the soft kiss of silk against your skin.

My eyelids felt like cement, and my senses were gradually becoming aware of the fact that I was still breathing. The last thing I remembered was Edward Knight standing over me on the slopes of Delphi. 

My heart beat a little faster, my hands closing into fists. 

Knight. He had done this to me.

I thought I was tied down, but it was simply my muscles taking their time to find their strength. With a grunt, I moved my head an inch and felt something moist against my cheek. I was lying in a puddle of my own drool. 

Wonderful.

Prying my eyes open, I found myself in a faintly lit chamber. A fire was burning in the hearth at one end of the room. The walls of the chamber seemed to have been hewn from stone, which made me wonder if I was in a dungeon or a prison. Neither of them tended to come with a fireplace or silk sheets, though. The bed I lay on was a four-poster, with a frame of styled wrought iron and gauzy curtains that had been drawn back to each post and tied neatly.  

Let’s cross prison off the list; dungeon too perhaps, though a set of fluffy handcuffs might lead me to a different conclusion.

A number of crimson tapestries hung on the walls of the room, but the most interesting feature was a pair of skillfully painted amphora depicting the trials of Hercules. 

With far more effort than it should have taken, I rolled off my side and onto my back, using my will to extend my senses, probing with the arcane in search of any threat I might not be able to see.

I felt it there. In the corner, hidden in shadows where the fire’s light couldn’t reach it. A looming presence loitered in the dark. Concealed by the shadows, it hovered silently. An awkward tingle crept down my spine, as I suddenly felt the figure watching me.

The volume of power being exuded by my guest was impossible to miss. Not that they were making any effort to hide it. 

“You’re awake, excellent,” a rich baritone voice called from the darkness. “You slept like the dead. I was beginning to wonder if your patron had killed you himself.”

I dragged myself up onto my elbows and peered into the corner, trying to make out the speaker. “If you mean Knight, he’s not my patron. He kidnapped me, and it’s not the first time either—something I plan to take up with him as soon as I find him,” I replied.

“That’s the spirit,” the voice said, sounding positively delighted. “Though, I must confess, when he showed up with you, a part of me was hoping you would never wake.”

The words sent a chill down my spine. I tried to get up but my muscles were still jelly, and I collapsed in a heap with another groan. 

Way to go. You’ve really got him on the ropes.

“Relax, Mr. Caldwell. You have been asleep for days. Your body needs time. Let your muscles find their strength. Besides, you are my guest. You are safe as you can be, at least for the time being.”

“You almost had me,” I replied, “till you got to the end. But you’ll have to forgive my skepticism on account of the fact I’ve been dragged here against my will, and the ¬¬hoping I’d die in my sleep part. I’m getting some mixed messages here.”

The voice laughed. “Perhaps, but let’s be serious. Even on your best day, I could kill you without a thought. So relax, find your strength. You’ll need it before the day is through.”

“What does that mean?” I called into the darkness. 

The hair on my neck was standing on end, and I was tiring of the games.

“Who are you? Where am I?” My questions came quickly as my faculties started to return. For all the good it did me. My questions hung silently in the chamber, unanswered.

I searched with my senses again. I could still feel the presence lingering there, a wellspring of arcane power, coiled tight, ready to be unleashed. Whoever it was, whatever it was, it was dangerous, and it was toying with me. That didn’t bode well.

“Show yourself,” I said. “Come out, I won’t be your sport.”

A man stepped out of the shadows. He was tall, and all of it was well defined muscle. Even his golden cuirass seemed to have been molded to the shape of his impressive form. His hair was black and pulled tight at the crown of his head. His mustache and goatee were meticulously trimmed. To match his breastplate, the man wore finely worked bracers and greaves. Around his loins he wore a pteruges, a skirt of multi layered armor strips common to the soldiers of ancient Greece and Rome. His face flushed red as he towered over the bed. 

“I am Ares, son of Zeus, and you will be whatever I say you’ll be!” His words rang with a power that shook the chamber and caused the amphora nearest the bed to lurch over. It struck the floor and shattered, scattering ceramic shards across the floor.

I wilted before the presence that towered over me as I struggled to process the words he had spoken.

Ares? What? How was that even possible? Intellectually, I knew it was possible. He existed after all, but he dwelt beyond the veil, outside the mortal world. Such beings could pass through the veil and into the mortal world but for reasons beyond my comprehension, they seldom seemed to feel the need to do so. Well, except Zeus. The supreme horn-dog of Mount Olympus seemed to pass to and from whenever a pretty woman caught his eye but for the most part, the gods tended to stick to their own realms. 

Was someone toying with me? Or had Knight somehow found a way through the Veil? As I considered the being before me, a third even more disturbing possibility dawned on me. Could the Greek god of war be visiting the mortal plane? If so, why? His presence couldn’t possibly be good news.

I groaned. The being before me was powerful, but I didn’t really have anything to measure it against. After all, I’d never met a god.

I looked at the armored figure towering over me, opened my mouth to speak, and then thought better of it. I had on many occasions been told that it was better to close your mouth and allow others to believe you were stupid, than to open your mouth and prove it. Today felt like the ideal time to test that advice.

Ares caught the motion and seemed to deflate a little. He took a deep breath, the scarlet pallor in his cheeks fading back to an unblemished olive complexion as he turned and plonked himself down on the edge of the bed. His weight caused the bed to creak, and the mattress to slope down awkwardly toward him.

“The truth is, Seth, your presence here puts me in a difficult position,” Ares said as he turned to face me.

“How is that?” I asked, shuffling toward the headboard to prevent gravity from pulling me down the slanted mattress toward him. I also figured that while a few inches were unlikely to prevent him from smothering me with a pillow, it would at least buy me enough time to see it coming. I always liked to see my death approaching.

Ares continued. “I do my best to stay out of family politics, something I’ve grown somewhat adept at over the millennia, but now you show up here with Knight and drag me right back into them. I’ve received no less than three emissaries since you arrived, all demanding something of me that I cannot give without offending the others.”

I tried to swallow but my throat was dry and parched. “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t ask to be here, so feel free to show me the door and I’ll be on my way.”

Ares laughed. It was a deep sonorous rumble that reverberated through the chamber.  

“If only it were that simple. Life would be easier for the both of us. Unfortunately, we both have obligations that must be met. Yours are why I am here.”

The god of war stared at me. His eyes were a deep shade of brown and bored into mine as if he were searching my soul. I wrung my hands together, as much to restore the feeling to them as it was to distract me from his searching gaze.

“You’re going to need to be a little more specific,” I replied. “I have no shortage of obligations. Scarcely a day goes by when somebody doesn’t want something from me.” 

“The story of my life.” Ares rested one fist in his other palm. “But in this case, I’m not speaking about your birthright. I’m talking of the bargain you struck with Edward Knight.”

I let out a sigh. “Certainly one of my greater lapses in judgment in recent times.”

“It’s up against some pretty stiff competition,” Ares replied. 

“Hey,” I muttered. I’d never been roasted by an Olympian before. At least he had a sense of humor. “What do you want to know about it?”

“If Knight is to be believed, you traded him a favor of his choosing in exchange for information that he provided you. Is this true?”

“If it isn’t?” I asked. I had no intention of lying to Ares, but it always paid to know the stakes.

“I will flay him alive for his deception and send you on your way,” Ares replied. His hand gravitated toward the pommel of the short sword at his side.

There was no doubt in my mind that the Red Knight deserved all of that and more, but that wasn’t what I’d been asked and though the truth might prove inconvenient, I never lied.

“He speaks the truth. He gave me information in exchange for a favor. Though I did specify that I wouldn’t kill anyone for him,” I added. I had no idea what Knight was volunteering me for, but the fact that Ares was involved was causing me a great deal of concern.

“Well, that is going to make things difficult for you,” Ares mused, “but that isn’t my concern. As long as he speaks the truth, my hands are tied. It is not my place to relieve you of your obligation.”

I sat up a little taller in the bed. “He has already given me a task though. I was almost killed carrying it out.”

“Oh, what was that?” Ares asked, raising an eyebrow.

“He instructed me to kidnap the Oracle of Delphi.”

Ares folded his arms. “It seems he is determined to meddle in the affairs of Olympus. He is bold or foolish, perhaps both.” 

“You’re telling me,” I replied. “I had no desire to wind up in the middle of a supernatural turf war, but that’s what I got. I barely made it out of the temple alive.”

“And the Oracle?” Ares asked. “Did you deliver her?”

“To that man? Are you crazy? I didn’t want to give him that kind of power.”

“Then your bargain remains unfulfilled,” Ares said, rising from the bed, “and I have no choice but to grant his request and admit you into the Trial as his champion.”

“Wait, wait, wait. Champion? Trial? No, no, no. I didn’t agree to that.” My heart beat faster as I tested my legs. Whatever Knight had hit me with was wearing off, and I was starting to get sensation in them again.

“You already did when you granted him the favor,” Ares replied with a shrug. “I can’t undo what you have done. I wish I could, but an oath is an oath. I am bound to honor it.”

My hands shook, and I clenched them into fists, hoping Ares wouldn’t notice. I had no idea what was going on here, but I could sense my situation deteriorating by the moment. 

“You put me in an unenviable position, Seth,” Ares continued. “Now I must allow you to compete and yet doing so sets me at odds with my family.”

His family? If he was Ares—and I was growing increasingly confident that he was—that made his family the pantheon of Olympus. The Olympians! 

How did this keep happening to me? At Delphi, I had become a pawn in his family’s game. Apollo had used Knight to get me into the temple. The god of prophecy had predicted, accurately, I might add, that I would prevent Hera’s minions from seizing the Oracle, whilst also denying Knight his prize. 

In the process, I had pleased Apollo and angered Hera. Not a particularly sound life choice. The Daughter of Cronus was well known for her vengeful nature and if her minions were to be believed, Zeus wasn’t all that chuffed with me either. In Panama, I had destroyed his belt to prevent a demon from sundering the veil and bringing about the destruction of the mortal world. 

To add insult to injury, averting an apocalypse didn’t seem to have brought me any brownie points with the ruler of Olympus, either. 

Life, sometimes, it’s just unfair.

“This seems fun and all, but if it gets you out of a bind, I’m willing to take one for the team and call it a day,” I answered, sliding toward the edge of the bed.

“It is too late for that, and for me it seems,” Ares said wistfully. “Then again, seldom do things start in my favor. You must make your own fortune, Seth. Stop relying on others for it.”

That was all well and good, but I was fairly sure he wasn’t dealing with a bloodline curse that was going to drive him insane, so I didn’t know that I could have avoided my current predicament without causing far more damage to others. Giving Knight the Oracle would have been like handing a nuclear weapon to a terrorist.

“So you will compete,” Ares said with a shrug. “I have met your competition. I can’t say I like your chances, but who knows? Maybe you’ll surprise me. Apollo certainly seems to think so, and while he is an arrogant little rat, I wouldn’t soon bet against him.”

“Apollo wants me here?” I asked, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed and testing them with a little weight. They were less jelly than they had been earlier, but they felt numb like I’d been sitting cross legged for days.

“Yes, he was rather insistent. Told me it was in my best interest. At first I thought it was a threat, but perhaps he has witnessed my boredom and wanted to add some levity to my life.”

I shook my head. It made no sense. Knight had tried to rob Apollo, and still the god of prophecy seemed to be furthering his agenda. What was that about?

“You mentioned that there were three emissaries. If Apollo was one, who were the others?” I asked, rising slowly from the bed.

“The first was my mother,” Ares replied with a chuckle. “She was adamant that you be excluded from the field. If I had to guess, she is still upset about your actions at Delphi.”

No surprises there. Delphi had gone poorly for Hera and her minions. They’d been attempting a kidnapping but barely managed some vandalism and a little breaking and entering. For their efforts, they’d lost three of her priestesses and a host of minions.

“I met some of her disciples earlier this week,” I replied. “I left three of her priestesses and their escort rotting in the temple of Apollo.”

“No mean achievement,” Ares said with a nod of approval. “Those women are as treacherous as my mother, bless her heart.” 

He looked me up and down, a hint of respect on his face. “The third ambassador was from my father. As is his nature, his wishes ran contrary to my mother’s. He is most insistent that you be allowed to compete and deems it a fitting reward for your actions.”

“Is he simply trying to irritate your mother?” I asked. 

Frankly, I’d expected worse from him. If Hera’s minions were to be believed, the ruler of Olympus wanted me dead.

“No,” Ares replied. “He expects you to die here.”

I swallowed. “Yep, that sounds about right.”

Ares shook his head. “How is it that you’ve managed to so efficiently agitate so many of them, and in such a short time? Normally, mortals don’t live long enough to draw their attention. For three of them to have taken such an interest in you, my guest, it’s bad for your health.”

“What can I say? It’s a talent,” I replied. “You mentioned a trial. What kind of trial is it? Why am I here?”

Ares reached up and cracked his neck with enough force to sever a human’s spine. The motion and sound sent a shiver coursing down my back.

“A trial of champions,” the god of war replied. “Nineteen great warriors from across the world have gathered here to compete in the ultimate tournament. The winner will receive my blessing.”

“Nineteen?” I muttered, stretching my limbs. “Seems like a bit of an odd number, isn’t it?”

“Well, you make twenty,” Ares replied.

“So why not just say twenty?”

He looked at me with a wicked grin. “That would imply you are a great warrior, and I still have my doubts.”

“Walked right into that, I suppose,” I replied. “What about the oracle and Apollo’s prophecy? You don’t seem to put much stock in it?”

Ares grabbed his belt with both hands. “I’ve gone to war at the Oracle’s behest for more years than I can count, and do you know what I’ve learned?”

I shook my head.

Ares laughed. “She’s right a little more than half the time. You have the same chance flipping a coin. I prefer to make my own fate. You ought to do the same.”

That was hardly reassuring. There had to be a way out of here, wherever here was. Unfortunately, the chamber had no windows and only a single door, and between me and that door stood the god of war.

“So the winner gets your blessing. What about the loser?”

“Death,” Ares replied. “Only the victor will survive the trial. If you truly want to go home, you’ll have to win.”

“What? I don’t even want to be here,” I said, stepping closer to Ares. He towered over me. “That hardly seems fair.”

“Life isn’t fair,” Ares replied, looking down at me. “You made the bargain. Live with it.”

“Or die for it,” I replied bitterly. 

“Really up to you now, isn’t it?”

I didn’t know what to say. I felt like I was being painted into a corner, and things were moving far too quickly. I looked down at the ground and shook my head in disbelief. This had to be a bad dream, right? Knight had been waiting for me at Delphi, and whatever he had hit me with had knocked me out cold. Perhaps I was still asleep, and this was just a bizarre dream. 

I ran my hands through my hair and felt my fingernails scraping against my scalp. It certainly seemed real to me.

My heart was pounding in my chest, and a bead of sweat was forming on my brow. Was it just hot in here? Or was that my nerves starting to set in?

“Come,” Ares bellowed. “You must be starving. Let’s get some food into you before you faint from hunger.”

I looked up at him. “Yes, we wouldn’t want me passing out before I’m brutally murdered, would we?”

Ares slapped me on the back. “That’s the spirit.” 

The blow was hard enough it gave me whiplash. I hated to think what he might do to me if he were actually trying to cause me harm. 

Ares steered me toward the door.

“Where exactly are we?” I asked, looking about the dimly lit chamber. 

“The Areopagus, though not the one you are familiar with,” he answered. 

The Areopagus meant ‘Mount of Ares’ and was a name given to a rocky outcropping near the acropolis. The apostle Paul had delivered his sermon on The Unknown God there. 

“We’re still in Greece?” I asked. 

Ares shook his head. “No, this is the edifice for which that landmark was named. You are in my home.”

I let out a long slow breath. If I was in the home of Ares, I was most certainly beyond the veil, and any chance I had of escaping my fate dwindled considerably.

The god of war grabbed the wrought iron door handle and pulled it toward us. 

The heavy timber door swung open on well-oiled hinges revealing a large chamber beyond. It was decorated with torches set in golden sconces. Rich crimson tapestries hung everywhere. Clearly, Ares had a favorite color. He didn’t strike me as the kind of being that employed an interior decorator.

The room had several large wooden banquet tables, covered in a veritable feast. Beside the tables, a roasted boar turned slowly over a fire pit. But it was the people gathered around the tables that caught my eye. There were more than a dozen of them. Among their number there was a woman in Norse armor, a samurai, a soldier in combat fatigues, a handful of other humans, and two beings that, while humanoid, possessed a lithe grace and slender appearance that was totally alien.

“Who are all these people?” I asked, surveying the chamber.

Ares lips creased upward into a smile. “They are your fellow champions. Watch them closely. One of them is going to kill you.”
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I drew on my power, more out of reflex than conscious effort on my part. As power flooded into me, my mind was already forming the mental projection of the shield I would use to defend myself.

Ares looked at me and burst out laughing. The rumble of his mirth drew the attention of everyone in the chamber. 

The god of war raised his hands, his voice carrying through the chamber like a roar. “Welcome to the Areopagus. I give you our final champion, Seth. Now eat and drink your fill. The Trial will soon begin!”

A cheer rose from the assembled participants who were clearly far more enthused with the prospect of dying horribly than I was. Either they had a far more inflated opinion of their abilities than I did about mine, or they didn’t understand the odds of them getting out of this alive.

Turning back to me, Ares gestured to the banquet tables. “You’re going to want to eat something. You’ll need all the energy you can get.”

I knew I was awake, but I was having trouble coming to terms with the reality of my situation. Everything seemed so surreal. There had to be some way out of this mess, but if there was, I couldn’t see it. The more I learned, the more it seemed the cold hand of fate was pushing me inexorably to my death. Ares had said his hands were tied but there had to be some way I could bargain my way out of this madness.

“I don’t suppose I can prevail upon you to release me,” I replied, my voice little more than a whisper. “Ask Apollo, I can prove useful in a pinch.”

A hint of regret passed across his chiseled features. “There is much you don’t understand about our ways, Seth. A god cannot break his word and retain his nature. I cannot spare you from the trial, only Knight can do that, and has determined that you are to be his champion. I am sorry. I did not foresee a world when a warrior would not want this glory.”

“I’m not a warrior, I’m an arcanologist,” I replied, my dry throat starting to feel like sandpaper.

“You’re a thief,” Ares replied, “but let’s not split hairs.”

He wasn’t wrong, but so was Robin Hood. Sure, sometimes I was driven by the need to cure my curse. But I also used my talents to take power from those who would use it to oppress and control others. I liked to think of it as pilfering with a purpose. Maybe it was my pride talking but I didn’t particularly enjoy having my life’s work reduced to petty crime.

I raised my eyes to his. “I’m a wizard, and if you force me into this, the consequences are on your head, not mine.”

Ares slapped me on the back. “Look who decided to put his big boy pants on. Good, you’ll need those. Now go, eat!”

“I’m serious,” I said. “Few structures survive prolonged exposure to me, and you have a lovely home. I’d hate for something to happen to it.”

Ares shrugged. “Buildings can be rebuilt, but ignominy lasts forever. I cannot spare you your fate without losing what little standing I still hold here.”

The god of war departed, leaving me standing there confused and facing down a room of champions who sooner or later were certain to try and kill me. From the look in their eyes, I was going to bet on sooner rather than later.

Ignoring their stares, I strode toward the tables laden with food. My thoughts turned to the tale of Persephone and her time spent in the underworld with Hades. Would eating Ares’ banquet bind me to this place? I looked around the room and found the other champions eagerly devouring the feast. They were either unconcerned with the possibility or understood their circumstances better than I. Given I’d spent the last few days unconscious, I figured it was safe to assume that everyone around me had a better idea what was going on than I did. If Ares was to be believed, most of them were here of their own accord. Did Ares really need to trap us, if all but one of us was to die here?

I scooped up a plate off a neat stack resting on a table. The plate was white porcelain with gold inlaid in an elegant spiral pattern around the edge. I added a set of cutlery and slid the knife and fork under the plate. They would make a useful weapon if anyone decided to begin the trial prematurely. Given only one champion would be victorious, it felt like a safe assumption that everyone here would happily stick a knife in my back given the chance.

Leaning over the table, I plucked up a serving spoon and ladled roast vegetables onto my plate. A hungry growl rolled up from my belly, a non-subtle reminder of how long it had been since I had eaten anything of substance. I made my way over to the roast boar turning on the spit and ducked between two champions locked in conversation. One was a man in a white toga with a gold girdle about his waist. He was talking to a striking redhead, with alabaster skin who was dressed for battle in crimson armor complete with a scale mail skirt and pauldrons.

The man ignored my passing, seemingly intent on the beauty before him. The woman, on the other hand, tracked me closely as I passed by. Her eyes followed me across the room. I could feel them boring into the back of my skull as I raised the carving knife and cut several lengths of meat from the creature’s flank. I wasn’t sure whether I should be flattered or concerned at the attention.

I set down the knife and headed for a table, but I couldn’t resist the delicious aroma wafting off the contents of my plate. I plucked up a piece of roast potato with my fingers and threw it into my mouth. The herbs danced across my taste buds.  Maybe it was just how hungry I was, or perhaps food was just better this side of the veil.

There seemed little choice but to follow the potato up with a slice of roast carrot. In the name of science of course. It proved every bit as good as the potato had been.

I made my way to the end of one of the long dining tables and sat down. Call me paranoid, but I’d passed a dozen empty places to ensure no one was at my back. Instead, I chose a seat that gave me a clear view of my fellow champions. If I was going to be thrust into this Trial against my will, I needed to learn everything I could. My life depended on it.

As I sat there eating the delicious roast, my mind started playing back the events of the last few days.

After the chaos in Panama, I’d retreated to the safety of my family home, Weybridge Manor. The explosion that took out my car, and almost claimed mine and Lara’s life, had dispelled that illusion. I thought of the journey to The Run, and my time with Matilda the Diviner. With all that had happened after, I had scarcely had time to consider the ramifications of what she had said. Between Matilda and the Oracle, I had learned more about my curse in days than my family had in generations.

Not that it would mean anything unless I survived long enough to do something about it. I couldn’t cure my curse if I was already dead.

And what had happened to my friends? I had last seen Lara, Dizzy, and Murdoch fighting Python in the temple of Apollo. The Oracle had told me they got out safely, but where were they now? Had the Red Knight taken them too? He’d been more than willing to use them as leverage before, so why not now? Were they here too? 

I hoped not, for their sake. As much I could use their help, I didn’t want to see them suffer any more. They’d risked enough already. They didn’t deserve to die here, or to have to watch me die here in Ares’ barbaric competition.

Lara especially. Dizzy and Murdoch had been in my life for years. They knew well the trouble that followed me like a bad smell and chose to stick around anyway. 

Lara, on the other hand, was a different story. I’d entered her world and turned it upside down. The thought of her caused my lips to peak upward into a smile. She was absolutely insatiable in her search for knowledge. She might have been born a normal, but she’d thrust herself into her study of the supernatural world with a vigor that had both earned her the scorn of her colleagues, and the attention of the recruiters at the CIA.

She would kill to be here. A face-to-face meeting with Ares, it was the sort of thing she lived for. She would want to hear every detail, provided I lived long enough to share it with her.

The rattle of silverware against the table brought me back to the present. I looked up to find a man sitting down just out of reach, across the table and to my left. He was clad in samurai armor that should have been an antique but for the fact it appeared freshly made. Each segment of steel had been freshly lacquered a charcoal black. A well-polished layer of kusari chain mail was visible in the joints between the armored segments.

The man set his helmet down on the table. His face was regal but weathered; deep wrinkles had earned their place at the corners of his eyes and spoke to his age. In spite of his advancing years, he moved smoothly and with ease. The front portion of his pate was shaved bald, with the rest of his dark hair tied back in a chonmage. The samurai had been doing man-buns long before it was considered cool. That said, you saw far fewer of them today than you might have 150 years ago.

“I hope you don’t mind,” the man said softly as he sank onto the bench, his armor clinking against the timber as it settled. It might have been a question, but his actions made it more of a statement. The lengthy katana on his left hip made me even less inclined to argue with him. 

“Would it matter if I did?” I asked, lifting another load of roast into my mouth. If I needed to defend myself, he was going to have to contend with a mouthful of roast as well as the conjuration of my choosing because I was starving, and the roast was easily one of the best I’d ever had.

“One can always dine alone, though perhaps here that would be unwise. I am Tadashii.” He ate slowly, taking time to scan the room between each mouthful.

“Why wouldn’t I eat alone?” I asked, trying to read him. It was almost as if Ares had plucked a samurai straight from the Edo period. Everything about him fit the bill, except perhaps his seemingly fluent English skills.

The samurai eyed a cluster of champions seated together at the next table. “The wolf comes for the lone sheep first.”

“And you mean to protect me from them?” I asked, taking a bite of roast boar.

The samurai smiled. “I was also a lone sheep. Now we are two.”

“And who is the wolf?” I asked, meeting his eye. 

He was a born warrior. I wanted to know who he had identified as the greatest threat. 

“They are all wolves,” he answered, lifting a spoon full of peas to his mouth.

I took a deep breath. “What makes you think I’m a sheep? I could be a wolf for all you know.”

Tadashii glanced at me and shook his head. “No. I can see it in your eyes. You don’t want to be here. They do. They’re hungry for the blood that is to come.”

“What about you?” I asked. “If you don’t want to be here, why are you?”

“A father’s duty,” he replied. “Do you have children of your own?”

I shook my head. Not that I didn’t want them, but I had vowed not to bring a child into this world unless they were free from the curse that had overshadowed my life. Now I was doubting that I would ever get the opportunity.

“Then it will be difficult for you to understand,” he answered, looking down at his plate. The wrinkles on his forehead deepened, and his lip trembled as a profound sadness crossed his features.

I hadn’t meant to upset him, so I tried to change the topic. “Your English is pretty good. Where did you study?”

He looked up from the table. “I would hope so. I was a professor of linguistics at Fukuoka University. I have taught it most of my life.”

I don’t know what I’d expected but given the quality and craftsmanship of his armor, part of me had genuinely expected him to have been abducted from a previous century. After all, time passed strangely beyond the Veil.

“You don’t believe me?” he asked, lifting a bite of roast to his mouth.

I laughed; I didn’t know what else to do. “I’m sorry, you just don’t look much like a professor to me. Don’t get me wrong, your English is flawless, but your armor is exquisite. I’d have believed you walked right out of the Edo period.”

That brought a smile to his lips. “The armor was a gift from my patron.”

“Your patron?”

“Yes, he brought me here. He insisted I be properly attired for the trial.”

“And who might your patron be?” I asked, skewering a piece of boar on my fork. “Don’t worry, there’s no judgment here. Mine is a crime lord.”

Tadashii’s eyebrow rose. “Mine is Yahata, though perhaps you know him as Hachiman.” 

I dropped my fork and it rattled as it clipped the edge of the plate, sending a handful of peas skittering across the table. Hachiman was considered the divine protector of Japan, the god of warriors, and was recognized in many forms at thousands of shrines throughout the country. It was Hachiman who was credited with sending storms to disperse the invading Mongol fleets in the 13th century.  

“You have met Hachiman?” I asked, struggling to pick my jaw up off the table.

“You sit here in the home of Ares. Is it really so difficult to believe?” Tadashii asked as he continued his meal.

He had a point. As a wizard, I knew more about the supernatural world than most normals. Many of the beings worshiped throughout the world were more than myth or legend. They were actual beings of power from beyond the veil whose deeds had been immortalized. They were beings who used their power and influence to shape humanity. Some were gods, some were mythical creatures, and others were wizards or gifted beings who had been deified by the people who surrounded them. I didn’t have enough experience to know which were which, but the past week had been an unpleasant crash course on Olympian politics. Knowing that other pantheons were present at the Trial only complicated matters.

I looked up to find Tadashii staring at me, waiting for an answer. 

I took a deliberately slow breath to calm my heart which was thumping away in my chest. “I suppose there is a difference between knowing something might be, and being slapped in the face with it. You’re telling me that you, a linguistics professor from Fukuoka, have been chosen as Hachiman’s personal champion? Why?”

Tadashii shrugged. “He and Ares apparently like to go drinking together. Once they get on the sake, well, this happens. Hachiman, it seems, lost their wager.”

“So you get sent here to die? That hardly seems fair.”

Tadashii raised his goblet and a server passing by the table filled it to the brim. 

“For you, sir?” the woman asked, leaning over to fill my glass.

“Water, thanks. I need to keep a clear head,” I replied.

The woman nodded. “I’ll be back shortly.”

Tadashii leaned forward, goblet in hand. “You really should try some. It’s Ares’ wine, and it’s very good.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” I replied, resting my elbows on the table before me. 

He hoisted the goblet to his lips and drained its contents in a single gulp. “Life isn’t fair. You ought to make the most of the one you have, Seth. It will be gone before you know it.”

“And this is how you chose to spend yours?” I asked. “What kind of father’s duty brought you here? Surely your family have need of you.”

“Of course.” Tadashii nodded sharply, his face ashen. “I have a daughter that needs me, but a father won’t always be there to watch out for his child. I wanted to find someone who could, and who better than Hachiman?”

Tadashii held my gaze, his steely eyes boring into mine. That was when I noticed the deep crow’s feet at the corner of his eyes, and the dark bags beneath them. Behind the stare, I could sense a pained weariness that I recognized. I knew the look because I had seen it in the mirror. It was the look of a man who was staring down the fates and knew he’d drawn a bad hand. Tadashii was dying.

“You’re sick,” I said, though it was more of a statement than a question.

“I am,” he answered, fighting to keep his voice steady. “Cancer, it’s in my blood. I’m already dead.”

“But why come here?” I asked. It was a miracle he could even stand, let alone bear the weight of his armor.

“Sometimes a lamb wishes to die like a lion. Hachiman gave me that choice.”

“You asked to be his champion?” I asked, incredulous.

Tadashii nodded. “I was praying at his shrine a week ago, wanting him to watch over my daughter when I die. He appeared to me and offered me this instead. In exchange, he will see to it that my little girl is protected. This is what I can do for family, and I do it willingly. Hachiman has honor. He would never compel his champion to stand in his stead.”

“How do you stand at all?” I asked. “Surely your condition will inhibit you.” 

He leaned forward and gave me a wry grin. “That is what I thought too, until he loaned me his armor. I have never felt so good in my life. Ever since I put it on, I move like a young man again.”

“That is Hachiman’s armor?” I asked, my eyes bulging. 

I reached out with my senses. If it was true, the armor should be exuding arcane energy like a beacon. 

I no sooner opened my mind and focused my will than I felt a surging wellspring of power where Tadashii sat. The energy broiled as if barely contained, and as I studied the armor, Tadashii’s hand went for his sword.

“What are you doing?” he asked as the first inches of steel cleared its saya.

“Studying the armor,” I stammered, as I shuffled backward, reaching the edge of the seat.

The blade cleared the saya. “Then stop.”

I let go of my power and ducked as the blade whistled over my head. Tadashii twisted his wrist and brought the blade smoothly back into its sheath with a fluid grace that had almost decapitated me. 

I tumbled off my seat onto the floor and stared up at him, panting.

“I must apologize,” Tadashii said, leaning forward and raising his hands in front of his face. “Forgive me.”

“What the hell was that?” I asked as I regained my seat.

“The armor. It perceived whatever you were doing as a threat. I am very sorry. It was not my intention to attack you, but the armor moves of its own accord.”

My heart pounded away in my chest. If he was telling the truth, the armor had almost taken off my head. 

Laughter filled the hall. I looked up to find the other champions pointing and laughing at us.

“Save it for the arena,” the man in the toga bellowed, which only served to send another bout of hysterics through the hall.

I had let my guard down, and it had almost got me killed. Tadashii might think himself a sheep, but in the armor of Hachiman, he was every bit the wolf he feared in others. It was a bitter reminder that here in the Areopagus, nothing was as it seemed.

“What were you doing?” Tadashii asked, the genteel expression returning to his face. 

I picked up my fork from where it had fallen, ignoring the mocking jeers of the other champions, and skewered a piece of boar. “You said you wore Hachiman’s armor. I was using my talents to discern the truth of it.”

“Your talents?” Tadashii asked.

“I’m a wizard. Such an artifact would give off potent amounts of arcane residue.” I bit into the boar. “Yours certainly does.”

“A wizard?” he asked, leaning back in his seat. “After the attack in America, I knew that wizards existed, but I never thought I would meet one in the flesh.” 

I chewed and swallowed the savory meat. “I never thought I’d meet an avatar of Hachiman, so a lot of firsts today.”

“I suppose so.” Tadashii grinned. “Can you show me something?”

I looked at the blades resting on his hip. “I don’t think that would be wise.”

“You are probably right,” Tadashii replied. “Perhaps another time.”

“Sure.” I skewered the last piece of roast potato on my plate. I didn’t say it out loud, but in my head, I couldn’t help but add the thought, if we live that long.

The server returned and filled my goblet with water. I thanked her and raised it to my lips. The water was as clean and clear as a mountain spring. I drained it in a gulp and raised it again. “May I have another?”

The server filled it again, but I was still parched.

“On second thoughts, can you leave the bottle?” I asked, setting the goblet down by my plate. I hadn’t drunk anything in a day and a half and a goblet or two just wasn’t going to cut it.

“As you wish,” she answered and set the bottle down on the table beside me.  

I drank the next one a little slower. Having finished my meal, I wanted a better look at the other champions. If Tadashii and his benefactor were a fair measure of what I was up against, these could well be nineteen of the most dangerous people I had ever laid eyes on.

More champions were filtering into the hall from the adjoining rooms. It seemed the hall was a barracks of sorts, and I suspected the doors lining each of its sides led to more bedrooms like the one I’d awoken in. 

A door off to my right opened and a woman emerged, straightening a dress that did little to hide her curvaceous figure. The woman’s blonde hair fell in tight ringlet curls past her shoulder, and she had piercing blue eyes that were strikingly beautiful. The woman looked up, and I tried to meet her eye, but she looked right past me as if I wasn’t there.  

“That one’s a wolf alright,” Tadashii whispered. “As dangerous as the rest of them, mark my word.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“Her eyes, something is not right there,” Tadashii said as his hand returned to his weapon.

I couldn’t argue with him. I tried to put the woman out of my mind, but it was easier said than done.

She crossed the hall and took a seat between two hulking figures that had the charisma and appeal of a pair of grizzly bears and a similar disposition. Beside them stood an odd-looking pair: a soldier in combat fatigues and a young woman in a summer dress. They studied the others intently. 

Off to one side of them sat a pair of beings that I was confident were not human. Their features were slender and angular, with chins that tapered to a finer point, as did their ears. The rest of them was hidden beneath armor of incredible craftsmanship. One was in hues of purple and blue, the other in green and brown like a forest in autumn, but for the gold filigree.

They sat apart from the others in the barracks and seemed to regard the other champions with a measure of disdain. I’d heard talk of the Fae folk—the Irish called them the Sidhe—but I’d never had the chance to speak with one. If the rumors were true, they were fine warriors and gifted illusionists. The Fae had been manipulating and beguiling humans for centuries, striking bargains and ensnaring those who did not know better.

At the other end of the table, two men sat in conversation. One wore a white mantle emblazoned with a red cross over a set of plate armor. The other wore a suit that seemed two centuries out of style but had plenty of room beneath the shoulders for holsters. The two seemed to have nothing in common but were locked in a conversation that never rose above a whisper. 

In the corner of the room sat a small figure in a black trench coat and beanie, his legs crossed beneath him on the pew. Before I could get a better look at him, a trumpet blast reverberated through the barracks. All activity in the room ceased, and my breath quickened. I could feel the tension gathering as the atmosphere in the chamber shifted from merry feast to arms deal gone bad in the span of a single trumpet blare.

“What is that?” I asked Tadashii, my breath coming quickly as the sound waned.

The samurai rose from his seat. “The summons. Ares calls us to war.” 
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Chapter 3
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The reinforced timber doors at the end of the barracks were thrown open and a pair of hoplites strode into the hall. Their armor bore a striking resemblance to Ares’, albeit in bronze. The most notable difference was that they both wore Corinthian helmets with a crimson plume. The soldiers carried spears and bronze shields with the image of a chariot stamped upon them.

The trumpet sounded again and the champions gathered, making their way through the barracks. We fell into line as we went. I followed Tadashii who seemed to have a far better sense of what was going on, probably because he hadn’t spent the last two days unconscious. Besides, if things went to hell, I figured standing behind the champion of Hachiman would be my best bet for survival.

We filed out of the barracks and through the halls of the Areopagus. The corridors were sparsely furnished, with more guards stationed along our path. Who were these men who served the god of war? They seemed human. How long had they been here? Had they been born beyond the veil or was it a job offer? The longer I spent here, the more questions I had.

As we walked, I studied the other champions and quickly realized that they were mostly dressed for combat.

I looked down at my dusty slacks and the same tattered shirt I’d worn into the temple of Apollo, and found myself feeling a little naked. Perhaps this was Knight’s idea of payback. Maybe he had no intention of winning at all; he simply wanted to see me suffer for failing him with the Oracle. If not, why had Knight taken the bullet-proof vest I had worn at Delphi? At least they could have left me with that. From swords to automatic weapons, the other champions were armed to the teeth. All I had was my magic to fall back on and by the look of some of those around me, I wasn’t the only champion with arcane talent. 

I definitely needed to learn more about the other champions and quickly. A little forewarning as to what they might be capable of could well save my life in a pinch. It was a shame Knight had been so thorough with his sedative. I suppose he hadn’t wanted an angry wizard waking up on the journey here.

Up ahead, another pair of guards opened a set of double doors and light streamed through them. I raised my hand to shield my face from the glare as we stepped out of the hall and into an arena. Sand shifted beneath my boots as the champions fanned out into a loose-knit circle. 

The arena itself was only about a hundred feet wide, but it was entirely surrounded by a fifteen-foot-high wall of stone. 

The trumpet that had summoned us from the barracks blew a brief fanfare and ceased. I could feel the weight of eyes on me and looked about. Seeing nothing but stone and sand, I lifted my gaze to the top of the wall, to the stepped seating of an ancient arena. On the bottom tier, nearest to the champions, stood a pavilion filled with the strangest assortment of beings I had ever witnessed. They were each seated on their own raised thrones and regarded the champions with interest. 

The other champions noticed them too, and the group slowly gravitated toward the edge of the arena where the observers sat.

A hush fell over the arena and a being in familiar gold armor rose from the center throne and walked to the edge of the arena. Taking off his Corinthian helm, he set it on the stonework.

Ares.

“Welcome one and all to the Grand Trial. I am honored by your presence. I must say, we have a far more diverse group of champions than I had anticipated.”

“We couldn’t let you Greeks have all the fun, now could we?” a voice interjected from beside the god of war. It belonged to a man in a silk robe tied with an obi. His hair was styled in a chonmage identical to Tadashii’s, or perhaps more likely Tadashii’s had been styled after his patron.

“Hachiman,” Ares began, as he turned to face the man seated beside him. “My favorite drinking companion. I can’t say how pleased I am you decided to join us. Amaterasu was a total kill-joy at the last trial. I don’t know that I could have endured another day in her presence. She makes them last forever.”

“Souu deshou?“ the Japanese deity laughed and hefted a goblet to his lips. 

Ares turned to face the arena. “As you are all guests in my house, I have a number of rules I expect you to obey. As long as you do so, you will have the protection of my house and are honored guests here. 

“First, only Champions are permitted in the field. Any patron who attempts to directly intercede or alter the outcome of the Trial will be cast out. Second, while you are here in my house, you will set aside any grievance or grudge you harbor against any other party who is present. Champion and Patron alike, if you turn your hand against one of my guests, it will fall to me to mete out justice, and I will see it done. Third, once the challenge begins, and only for the duration of each challenge, Champions are not subject to the second rule, and may use any means at their disposal to complete the trial. Are there any questions?”

I had questions, thousands of them, but somehow I didn’t feel like it was in my best interest to ask. I was surrounded by predators and the last thing I wanted to do was display my ignorance and offer myself as an easy target for any of them.

When no one spoke, Ares continued. “Very well. Let us move on to introductions.”

The god of war moved to his right and stood beside a mountain of a man in a white toga. His hair was silver gray, as was the beard that reached halfway down his chest.

“He needs no introduction, but I will give it all the same. He is the supreme ruler of Mount Olympus, son of Cronus, the god of thunder, Zeus.”

No sooner had the words left Ares’ mouth than thunder pealed through the heavens. Zeus knew how to flex; he’d had millennia to practice.

“Father,” Ares said, his voice growing a little sharper. 

When the thunder ceased, I looked to Zeus and found him staring straight at me, a wide smile gracing his features. Nothing about it was comforting. 

“And as Zeus’ champion, Alexandros,” Ares continued.

Off to my right, the slender man in a white toga and gold girdle stepped forward and raised his hands. Lightning danced across his palms arcing from one outstretched hand to the other. I made a mental note to steer clear of the Greek wizard. Zeus might still be upset about the treatment I’d given his belt but as long as we were beneath Ares’ roof, he was bound by the same rules as the other guests. It was his champion he would have to use to bear out any ill will he still held toward me.

“Where is a king without his queen?” Ares continued. “My mother, queen of Olympus, Hera, and her Champion, Alexa.”

Hera sat on a throne beside Zeus. Her hair shone like the sun. Her blue eyes darted back and forth from champion to champion until she found me, then they narrowed as she stared down her nose at me. 

My part in thwarting her at Delphi was clearly still a fresh wound, and I was every bit as disappointed to see her, as she seemed to see me. Her champion, Alexa, carried a staff and wore the same robes Hera’s priestesses had at Delphi. At least I knew what I was dealing with there: a practitioner, well trained and likely more than a match for my arcane talents. Stealth and deceit had helped me gain the upper hand at Delphi. I doubted that would work twice.

“Also of Olympia, we have my sister Eris, Mistress of Discord,” Ares said as he introduced an olive-skinned woman with wavy black hair. Her eyes shifted nervously from Ares to the other Patrons as she acknowledged his introduction with a curt nod. “And her champion, Cora.”

The striking woman with the ringlet curls that I had observed at lunch gathered her dress about her and affected a slight curtsy. I glanced around my fellow champions and found more than one of them watching her closely. Tadashii was likely right about her nature, but even if he wasn’t, she was a dangerously attractive distraction.

Beside Eris, the next throne was occupied by a brown mist that seemed to hover and shift as it writhed above the seat.

“Dolus, son of Erebus and Nyx, master of deception, I welcome you to the Trial,” Ares said, standing before the mist. 

The mist swirled and formed into the likeness of a man, his hands pressed together before it. Then as suddenly as it had assumed human form, Dolus reverted to a cloud of mist once more.

“Dolus has chosen Cassandra as his champion.”

A woman with jet black shoulder length hair and brown leather armor stepped forward. She bowed toward the pavilion containing the patrons and stepped back into line.

Beside Dolus on matching thrones were a pair of beings that bore a striking resemblance to each other as well as Ares. Both of them possessed the same jet black hair, flawless olive skin, and a well-muscled form that would have taken me spending the rest of my natural life in the gym if I had any hope of matching it.

“My sons, Deimos and Phobos, have also brought champions to the Trial,” Ares bellowed. “Behold their champions Lycus and Pyrros.” 

The two mountains disguised as men pounded their fists against their chest in salute.

Ares grinned, and a mischievous smile creased his lips. “Lest I stand accused of any nepotism, I will offer this reward. Should any champion slay Lycus or Pyrros, I will grant them an advantage in the challenges to come.”

The two mountains went silent, but their patrons didn’t move. If their father’s announcement surprised them, they gave no sign of it. 

I tried unsuccessfully to suppress a twinge of jealousy. By possessing Aphrodite’s beauty and Ares’ strength, Deimos and Phobos had won the genetic lottery. If the worst thing that happened to them was their champion being prematurely knocked off by an eager competitor, then they were still having a good day in my books.

Ares made his way down the pavilion to the final throne. On it sat a being of alien beauty and poise. He was humanoid, but clearly not human, his ears tapering to a point. Above them rested a crown of antlers that in spite of the heat seemed to have a fresh dusting of snow. His armor moved like quicksilver as he shifted in his seat and was colored shades of blue and purple. An enormous bearskin cloak hung off one shoulder, the bear’s face staring at him in angry defiance. The being rested his head on his palm, seemingly indifferent to what was occurring in the arena, but his eyes told a different story. They remained alert, darting back and forth through the assembled champions.

“It is an honor to be able to welcome you to my home, your Highness. When I received your request to enter a champion in the Trial, I could scarcely believe our good fortune. To see the Sidhe in battle is to witness art in motion. It is my great privilege to introduce to you, Oberon, King of the Winter Court, Lord of the Unseelie.”

The Sidhe. I could scarcely believe my ears. Until today, I had never even met one of the fae, and now I stood before the King of Winter himself.

Oberon lifted his head off his fist. “Strength breeds strength. Winter welcomes the chance to test our champion against such worthy foes.” 

As the Winter King spoke, the temperature in the arena plummeted. My breath turned to mist before my face and glistening ice began forming along the top of the wall, blossoming out from before his throne like a spreading wave of frost and sleet.

In spite of the dramatic change in the atmosphere of the arena, the Fae King seemed to be exerting no effort whatsoever; not so much as a word of evocation crossed his lips. It was power of a magnitude that was frankly terrifying.

“Competing for winter, we have the Reoánaighsidhe,” Ares called and the Sidhe warrior in azure blue amour raised a gauntleted fist. The design was incredibly intricate, and I had no idea from what material it had been fashioned. The Sidhe found the touch of iron or steel deadly, but clearly they had found a substitute of their own that they were able to work into armor of incredible craftsmanship.

Ice spread steadily over the parapet, expanding down the wall of the arena.

As the temperature in the arena continued to drop, my teeth started to chatter. At this rate, I was going to freeze to death before the trial began.

“Enough, Oberon,” a voice called from the opposite end of the pavilion. “Your petty parlor tricks might impress the mortals, but here we are among equals.” 

The voice belonged to another Sidhe but the contrast was as night to day. Where Oberon was fair skinned and cold, she radiated a glow that reminded me of a summer’s day. Her auburn hair was braided with flowers that had been in full bloom but were beginning to wilt under the wintry chill. She wore a dress spun from golden silk and set with priceless gems. Had my breath not been freezing in my throat, she’d have taken it away.

She raised her hand and a warmth radiated out from her throne, turning ice to water as arcane power rolled through the arena. It was as if the sun itself had come out from behind a cloud as the temperature returned to normal. As it did, the wilting flowers set in her hair bloomed and she lowered her hand, a satisfied smile crossing her lips.

“If you ruin my hair, your sunburn will be able to be used to warm the halls of Caisleán Geimhreadh,” the Sidhe woman spoke, her voice as smooth as honey.

Ares smiled. It was a hungry grin of anticipation as he watched the Sidhe feud. When Oberon didn’t respond, he let out the breath he had been holding and continued.

“And of course we are joined by Titania, Queen of Summer, Supreme Matriarch of the Seelie Court. I swear the years only add to your beauty, your Highness.”

“And to your flattery, Ares,” Titania replied, inclining her head toward him. “But let us not pretend this barbarity appeals to the Summer Court. Where Winter goes, Summer must follow, lest there be chaos, and winter is already unusually bitter this year. You play with fire, Ares.”

Now that was intriguing. The rulers of the Sidhe were beings of unspeakable power and yet it seemed there were powers that could compel even them to action. Titania might have been present at the Trial, but she wasn’t pleased about it. 

I looked from the Queen of Summer to the King of Winter, with Ares at his side and I realized the truth. If the courts of Summer and Winter balanced each other, as the seasons balanced the climate of our world, any advantage gained by one, threatened to overcome the other. Balance was a precarious status quo to preserve. 

If Ares promised a boon to the victor of the Trial, and Winter chose to enter, Summer would be compelled to enter a champion of their own. If not to win, then to at least ensure Winter could not.

“And acting as her champion, the Samhradhsidhe,” Ares announced, and a Sidhe warrior in golden scale armor raised his fist to his heart. The warrior’s armor reminded me of one of the Wood Elves from the Lord of the Rings, but for his longsword that was shaped like a sweeping crescent. It looked like the sort of blade that would take the head off my shoulders with no resistance whatsoever. My suspicion that he was present to stop the Winter Champion didn’t make him any less deadly, but it did present an opportunity that might prove useful. 

It gave me something to bargain with.

Ares made his way back down the pavilion and clapped Hachiman on the shoulder. “Of course, my friend Hachiman has brought with him a great warrior to compete. Tadashii of Fukuoka Daigaku.”

I looked sideways at Tadashii, who was staring down at his feet. The god of war was mocking him, and he knew it. Whatever wager the gods had made, my new friend seemed destined to pay the price for it. I didn’t envy him, but I could hardly do anything about it. The more I learned of my fellow champions, the slimmer my prospects were becoming. I grew more confident by the moment that Knight had signed me up to be slaughtered.

“Very funny, Ares,” Hachiman replied, his face showing no emotion whatsoever. “When he wins, I’ll remind you of this moment.”

“I think you mean, if?” Ares answered, then moved on to an empty throne. “Odin, it seems, saw fit to send us one of his Valkyries, but doesn’t have the time to honor us with his presence.”

Among the champions a woman took a step forward. She was dressed in battle leathers that reminded me of a Viking shield maiden. Her blonde hair was worn to the shoulder with a handful of braids keeping it back out of her face. She slammed the haft of her spear against the sand, and it sank a good six inches into the gritty substrate.

“My Lord sends his apologies for his absence, but there was a matter he had to attend to,” the Valkyrie called in reply. 

Ares regarded her with a raised eyebrow. “My esteemed guests, I give you Estrid.”

The Valkyrie bowed her head, placed her hand over her heart, and fell back into line. 

I stared at her in amazement. A Valkyrie, a Chooser of the Slain in the flesh. I could scarcely believe my eyes. What was she doing here? The Norse were renowned for their love of battle, but competing for the amusement of other gods seemed out of character for the enigmatic Odin. 

I looked up at the pavilion. Ares had introduced all of the beings on thrones, but I couldn’t help but notice we had far more champions than there were supreme beings in attendance. 

Ares leaned on the parapet, studying the assembled champions. “I must say, when I opened the field for the Trial, I had hardly expected so many unusual Champions to present themselves. The following champions fight for themselves, or for a Patron of a less divine station. In no particular order let me present them to you.”

“Why introduce the fodder, Father?” Deimos called. “Their presence here shows arrogance and ignorance in equal measure. Let us not reward them for their foolishness.”

Ares raised a hand to silence his son. “They have offered their life to compete in the Trial. They shall be announced as any other. They have earned that right.”

Deimos shrank back into his throne. His eyes flared with frustration at his father’s rebuke, but he stewed silently.

Ares looked directly at me, and my heart skipped a beat. “Representing the interests of Edward Knight, a philanthropist and entrepreneur from the United States, we have Seth Caldwell.”

I stepped forward, my heart pounding as I searched for Knight among those in the pavilion. Philanthropist? Clearly someone had a sense of humor.

Knight stepped out of the shadows at the rear of the pavilion, still dressed in his three-piece suit, his fedora in hand. Tan was only a step behind him as he made his way to the fore and affected a sweeping bow. He looked down at me and waved. 

“Good to see you back on your feet, Seth,” he called with the mock concern of a man who’d given me a near fatal dose of sedatives.

I had half a mind to end him once and for all, but Ares’ warning combined with the unyielding gaze of the dozen or so deities seated behind him told me that it was an unwise course of action. If I was lucky, I might kill him. On the other hand, I’d absolutely die for it. 

I shook my head and stepped back into line, not trusting what would come out of my mouth should I open it.

“We also have Alessa of the Crimson Court, Feneck Strickland of the Arcane Parliament, and Clyde Baker, of the Baker Clan.”

A trio of champions stepped forward. The first, Alessa, I’d seen in the barracks. Her skin was like alabaster and she wore a coat of scarlet scale mail that danced like fire as it moved. Her red hair brushed against her shoulders, her hand resting on a wicked blade tucked into her belt.

The second had to be Strickland. He wore the ceremonial robes of the Arcane Parliament, the governing body of wizards that presided over Europe. In one hand he carried a large staff carved from the gnarled boughs of a willow tree. His dark hair was cropped short and sprinkled with gray. If he represented the Parliament’s interests, he had to be a wizard of considerable skill. For such a talent to risk their life in this sort of gambit was unusual. I would never have entered the Trial of my own accord. This Strickland was either bold, foolish, or acting at the Parliament’s direction. All of which made him an opponent to be wary of.

The third champion was scarcely five feet tall. He wore nothing but overalls and a pair of old boots with a hole worn in one side. His thick mop of black hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in his lifetime and covered much of his face. He gave Ares a gap tooth grin as he reached up and cracked his neck with enough force I thought he was about to tear it off his shoulders.

“Next we have champions representing the interests of a number of organizations. Jurgen Grimm, of the Brothers Grimm. Brother Saul of the Knights Templar, and Drewitt of the Blackened Hand,” Ares called. “Present yourselves and be recognized for your courage.”

A man stepped forward carrying a black leather bag in one hand. It was faded and worn but he set it down gently on the floor of the arena and affected a bow. He was wearing a Victorian era frock coat, over a vest with a cravat, and a top hat. Were we in London, he’d have been two centuries out of place. 

Here in the Areopagus, he didn’t fit in either. I’d heard of the Grimms; they had made their fame and fortune hunting magical creatures in Europe in the seventeen and eighteen hundreds. I’d heard little of them in recent times, but from Ares’ introduction I could infer the family was intact and carrying on its self-appointed mandate.

That conclusion was supported by the utter contempt reflected in the countenance of Oberon and Titania, the first thing the pair of Fae Rulers seemed to agree on. 

Brother Saul of the Knights Templar wore plate armor with a white mantle emblazoned with a red cross. Known by a handful of names over the centuries, the Knights Templar were thought to have been wholly destroyed almost a thousand years ago. While his armor resembled that of a medieval knight, the ease with which he moved suggested the armor had been crafted from a lighter composite alloy to give him greater freedom of movement. 

Drewitt stepped forward, a pasty young man in a black trench coat and beanie. Whatever the Blackened Hand were, clearly they didn’t spring for ultra-modern armor like the Templars. I couldn’t see any apparent weapons, though the trench coat could easily be concealing a multitude of them. The scraggly champion looked up at Ares and jammed his hands in his pockets.

“And we have Edna,” Ares called, pointing to a young woman in a summer dress, bereft of weapons, armor, or the means to defend herself. She couldn’t be more than eighteen years old.

The young girl stepped forward, gave a curtsy, and stepped back into line, between Lycus and Pyrros. She looked utterly out of place among the chosen of the Gods. How had such an innocent young child come to be here?

“Last, but not least, we have Agent Smith of the Central Intelligence Agency,” Ares announced.

The CIA? What on earth were they doing here? The man in the combat fatigues stepped forward. He was wearing body armor and carrying an assault rifle. He managed a curt salute and stepped back into line. Smith was about as likely to be his real name as I was to survive this Trial. 

I stared at the agent. He was a normal surrounded by the supernatural world, but it didn’t seem to faze him. Was he really CIA or was he Section 9? 

Section 9 was the CIA’s covert division that dealt with arcane matters. The degree of intelligence they had managed to gather on the supernatural world had shocked me. If he was an agent, did Section 9 truly believe they could win the trial? They considered the arcane the next frontier for weapons technology. Could they be seeking Ares’ favor for the same reason?

“Ares, I thought you said we’d have a score of champions,” Titania called, as her eyes roamed over us. “I count nineteen.”

I had been too busy coming to grips with the assembled might of the supernatural world that sat in the pavilion above me to do a head count, but I looked about and soon discovered that she was right. Someone was missing. 

Ares’ eyes roamed over the champions, registering those who were present against some sort of invisible checklist. He rose and signaled to his guards.

“The beast is missing. Go and fetch him from his chambers. Clearly he indulged a little too heavily last night.”

The mood in the arena was tense as a handful of the Greek soldiers marched back toward the barracks. Whispers broke out in the Arena. Gods and champions alike seemed interested in the missing champion. Everyone, it seemed, had an opinion, everyone except Edward Knight who made his way to the front of the pavilion and hoisted a black duffel bag onto the parapet. He motioned me over and I looked at Ares, who shrugged as he awaited the return of his men.

I approached the arena wall, and Knight called out to me. “You had me worried there. I thought we might have overdone it on the tranquilizers.”

“You drugged me,” I shouted back. “When I get out of here—“

“Hush,” Knight called back. “There’s no time for that now. You owed me a debt. Now you’ll pay it. If you survive, we can argue the semantics, but given the quality of your competition, you need to get your head in the game. Now take these and suit up. The Trial is about to commence.”

Knight hurled the duffel over the wall, and it landed with a thud in the arena.

“I didn’t know what you’d want, so I got you a bit of everything. Good luck!” Knight called before returning to his place at the back of the pavilion.

I shook my head as I carried the duffel back to the group of champions. I shuffled through their ranks until I stood at the back. Whatever surprises Knight had prepared, I wanted to keep them to myself. Surprise might be one of the few things I had going for me here. 

I lowered the bag to the ground and unzipped it. Laying on top was a lightweight bulletproof vest. While I couldn’t be sure of how it would stack up against some of the weapons the other champions were carrying, I preferred it to the battered cotton shirt I was wearing. 

I lifted the vest out of the bag, pulled it over my head, and fastened it around me. Next came a set of combat rigging that would allow me to carry far more than I might be able to jam in my pockets. Had I known I’d be walking into this madness, I would have brought something from my vault. I had a handful of relics that would at least have given me a fighting chance here.

I had no idea what the trial was going to be, so I wasn’t quite sure how I should prepare for it. My first instinct was to take everything, but I doubted I’d be able to lug it all very far. Besides, most of the time it was the ability to move that had kept me from death’s door. 

I rummaged through the bag and did a quick inventory of its contents. My first stop was a pair of flashbangs, because people who can’t see you have a far harder time trying to kill you. I slid them into the pouches on my combat rigging, followed by a frag grenade. Next up were a pair of custom climbing pitons. They were the same variety I had asked for in Delphi. Once the piton was driven into a rock or crevice, a button on the handle would force apart the two halves of the shaft to ensure it didn’t come loose once you put some weight on it. There was a spool of climber’s rope, and I tucked that in a slip pouch located at the small of my back: easy to access in a hurry, but out of the way so that I wouldn’t trip over it while moving about. 

Knight clearly had no idea what I was going up against either, as the duffel seemed to have contingencies for a dozen situations including a small scuba tank, a brick of C-4 explosive with a remote detonator, a Glock sidearm, and a P90 submachine gun, with some spare magazines. I tucked the C-4 and detonators into a pouch at my waist. I considered the tank, but it was just far more weight than I wanted to be lugging around. Unless Ares wanted to send us on a naval expedition it was more dead-weight than I could afford. 

On a normal day, I preferred to rely on my magic over firearms, since I was a mediocre marksman and felt I had greater control over the arcane than I did a bullet once I pulled the trigger. Being a wizard, I also kind of felt like carrying an automatic weapon was overkill, but as I stood in the sandy arena, surrounded by eighteen champions determined to kill me on their way to victory, I decided a little overkill was exactly what the doctor ordered.

I lifted the Glock and a leather holster out of the bag and strapped it to my right hip before pulling out the P90 and a pair of spare clips. The spare ammunition got tucked into pouches on the left-hand side of my rigging. I did a quick once over of the weapon, found it loaded and ready, and tucked it into the crook of my right arm. I might not be a sharpshooter, but I was confident that with fifty rounds in a magazine, I’d be able to put a hole in anything that might be trying to murder me.

A collective gasp rose from the arena as Ares’ guards returned to the arena. The six of them had their shields above their heads and were struggling under a considerable weight. They marched together, making their way around the edge of the arena toward the pavilion. Even from where I stood, I could see that something lay atop the shields. It was huge and covered in what looked like gray fur.

The guards stopped in front of the pavilion, by which time the champions had gathered, each vying for a closer look.

With a groan, the soldiers tipped their shields and deposited their cargo on the sandy floor of the arena.

Four hundred pounds of werewolf hit the sand with a muffled thud and didn’t move. Drunk was an understatement; the creature was comatose.

It was then that I saw the thick trail of blood matting his fur down one flank. He wasn’t sleeping—he was dead.
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The arena was silent as the werewolf’s carcass settled into the sand. The Trial’s twentieth champion and he was already dead.

“My Lord,” one of the guards called, “we found him like this in his chambers. Someone stabbed him with a silver blade. There was little sign of struggle. No one but our staff and the champions have entered the barracks, so the killer must be among them.” 

Ares’ calm demeanor shifted in a heartbeat, his countenance turning scarlet with rage. The god of war placed a single hand on the parapet and leapt over it, dropping the fifteen feet to the arena floor. He landed lightly, like a cat, and stalked over to the werewolf. With one arm, he turned over the werewolf’s corpse like it weighed nothing at all. The slab of muscle and fur rolled onto its side, and a small knife became visible sticking out of the creature’s chest.

Werewolves were hardy creatures able to regenerate most wounds, but silver was absolutely anathema to their being. If the knife was indeed made of silver, the killer had known exactly what they were doing and had come prepared. A werewolf in combat could be a terrifying sight, a savage storm of tooth and claw. It seemed someone hadn’t wanted to risk facing off against him in the trial. I didn’t blame them; werewolves were apex predators. I’d faced one before and had no desire to do so again.

Ares bent down and snatched up the weapon.

“Who violated the sanctity of my home?” His voice thundered through the arena like a tsunami, and I felt it in waves. It was as if the very notes of his voice were infused with raw power. 

He strode toward the champions, the bloody knife held aloft.

“Who did this?” he shouted again. 

Gone was the calm and collected being who had loitered patiently in my chamber. The being before me radiated anger in a way that I had never seen in another soul. This was the Ares I’d read of. He might not have been the most respected of the Olympians, but there wasn’t a being on either side of the veil who wanted to face him in his wrath.

The champions shrank before him like ice melting in the desert sun. No one spoke a word. No one wanted to be the object of his attention. I had only been awake for an hour, perhaps two. And while I was confident Ares knew I had nothing to do with the killing, I didn’t dare breathe.

Ares brandished the weapon wildly. “When I find who did this, I will kill you myself. No one will be able to save you from me.”

I didn’t doubt him for a moment, though I did wonder how he planned to identify the killer. I hadn’t seen anything like a security camera in the barracks. I doubted such things functioned beyond the veil and they certainly didn’t seem Ares’ style. Which led me to wonder what means he had at his disposal for determining the truth. 

There were a dozen deities present. They could have powers I couldn’t even conceive of. The rulers of the Fae, for instance, were revered and dangerous beings. While stories were told of their power, little was known of the scope of it. Could they see the future? Or divine the past? I had no way of knowing, but if I were the killer, I figured I’d be concerned that I’d just made a terminal lapse in judgment.

I looked around for signs of a guilty or fearful conscience, but the other champions were as stony faced as I was. 

“Come now, son,” Hera called. “You’re about to have them murder each other for your entertainment. Let us not waste the day on this.”

Ares whirled to face his mother. He opened his mouth to speak, but Zeus fixed him with a stare that could have melted steel. 

The god of war’s shoulders sagged as he deflated before Zeus’s authority. Enraged though he might have been, even Ares needed to pay obeisance to the ruler of Olympus.

Ares turned back to face the champions and, holding the knife by the blade, he shook it at us. “None who violate the sanctity of my home will live to leave it.”

With a flick of his wrist, he sent the blade flying at the ground. It spun end over end, faster than the eye could track, before burying itself in the sand of the arena.

“Let us begin the trial,” he called, the rage in his voice giving way to excitement.

A cheer went up from the other champions. This was the moment they had been waiting for. 

I didn’t share their enthusiasm. Only one of us was going to leave this place. Statistically, our chances of survival were terrible. When I considered what I was up against, the odds didn’t improve at all. Disciples of the gods, champions of the faerie courts, heroes of men, spies, and heaven only knew what else was hiding among the champions.

I didn’t like my chances but that didn’t mean I had given up. I had everything to live for. somewhere out there, Lara waited for me. My friends too, Murdoch and Dizzy. After all the times they’d saved my skin, they would be furious if I let someone kill me now while they weren’t around to watch my back.

As dangerous as the situation was, I might have a few things still going for me. One, I was a wizard, and cornered like a rat in a trap, wizards only grew more dangerous and resourceful. Two, beside the other competitors, I looked like a lightweight. There was every chance the other champions would overlook me in favor of dealing with the greatest threats, like they had with the Lycan. After all, I’d been asleep for a day and no one had bothered murdering me. Last but not least, I was tough to kill. A lot of people had tried over the years, and none of them had succeeded. Fate, it seemed, wouldn’t rob my curse of that particular pleasure.

There was light forming at the end of the tunnel. If I could survive this, I still had a chance of curing the curse that had held my family prisoner for 400 years. It would give me the freedom to pursue the life I’d always wanted. 

If I could make it out of here alive. I jammed my hands in my pockets and took a deep breath. To do that, I was going to need to focus on the here and now. I was going to need every shred of cunning to survive whatever Ares had planned for us. As I stared at the god of war, his lips creased upward into a knowing smile. 

I let the breath go. I didn’t like the look of that smile one bit.

“For the first challenge,” Ares began, his voice booming like a stadium announcer shouting into a megaphone, “my brother Hades has lent us his domain.”

The excitement among my fellow champions diminished until there was silence in the arena. Even the air seemed still and stagnant.

“Each champion will be transported to the arena in the underworld. The challenge is simple—to progress, they must overcome the perils Hades has in store and escape the arena. Only twelve gates have been prepared. Once a champion passes through a gate, it will close forever. Those who do not find a gate in time will remain in my brother’s domain until the flesh sloughs from their bones and Charon drags their bitter soul across the river Styx.”

My stomach twisted itself into knots, and I started regretting the feast. There were nineteen of us, and only twelve gates. Seven champions weren’t going to make it back. A full third of our number was going to die today. Ares wasn’t messing around. He meant to weed out the weakest contenders quickly.

“Hades’ arena is round. You’ll find the exits spaced evenly around it,” Ares said. “In addition to the danger posed by your fellow champions, there are numerous threats within the arena itself. Eurynomos, the flesh eater, and his minions prowl there. Besides the daemon, I understand that Hades has prepared something special for each of you. It waits for you within his walls. Those who triumph will feast with the gods this evening. Those who fail, well, you will endure an eternity with my uncle whose company gives damnation a good name.”

A chuckle went up from the Olympians seated in the pavilion.

“Prepare yourselves for your journey!” Ares shouted.

Journey? How did he intend for us to reach Hades realm? Would Charon come and ferry us to the arena? I had met the ferryman once and had no desire to repeat the experience. As I stood wondering, the god of war swept his hand before us and the arena vanished.

I fell.

My stomach writhed and flipped as the weightlessness engulfed me. I plunged through inky darkness. I looked but couldn’t see the other champions. Plummeting, I lost track of time and space. I did my best Wile E. Coyote impression after he had run off a cliff, flapping madly in the vain hope that I might be able to fly. 

I did not, but in the distance, I caught sight of a sickly sea green light. I felt like a wanderer stranded in the desert, spotting a mirage in the distance.

It was a tiny speck at first, but grew swiftly as I hurtled toward it.

The light took form as I descended, growing into a sprawling labyrinth beneath me. I could make out its rounded perimeter in the distance as I plunged toward the center. Its mazelike corridors wove in every direction like a latticework and I had only a moment to try and commit them to memory before I lost sight of the nearest gateway. I focused on what I hoped would be the shortest path to my nearest exit, but it was impossible to know for certain.

The ground rushed up to meet me. Just moments before I hit it, I felt something pull hard on my back, yanking me skyward. I felt like I had driven into a wall with a seatbelt on. Jerking violently, before falling the last five feet to the ground.

I couldn’t get my feet beneath me in time, instead landing heavily on my chest and forearms, only narrowly avoiding face planting the cold gray stone of the arena’s floor. I gasped as the impact knocked the wind out of me. As far as journeys went, I wouldn’t be lining up for another one of those anytime soon.

My head was spinning. I coughed and spluttered as I tried to get my breath back. Pushing myself up on my hands and knees, I finally got my feet beneath me and stood up. Somewhere on the descent I had let go of the duffel and it was nowhere to be seen. Part of me hoped the heavy scuba tank had KO’d one of my fellow champions but the rest of me knew that was probably a little too optimistic. Still, the thought brought a small smile to my lips and helped me forget my own discomfort.

Dusting myself off, I took a look around to get my bearings. The arena glowed with an eerie gray green light. The floor was solid stone, but the arena’s walls seemed to be made of something alien. They were smooth and shone a soft luminescent green. I reached out and touched them, curious as to what they could be made of. I almost expected them to wobble like the walls of a jumping castle, but they too stood firm, exuding a subtle trace of arcane power.

I drew my hand back, not wanting to tamper with whatever energy coursed through this place. A shiver ran down my spine as a cold draft blew through the halls of the maze. Where had it come from? 

The breeze only heightened my discomfort. The entire atmosphere here was different. It had a pallid and unpleasant aura that seemed to permeate everything around me. It was like the maze itself was trying to leech the life out of me. Hardly surprising; the underworld was not meant for the living.

The hall I stood in ran off in two directions. The one before me I was confident lead toward the outer wall, while the other lead deeper toward the center of the maze.

Figuring that the closer I went to the center, the more chance I had of encountering the other champions, I made straight for the outer wall.

Ares’ briefing had been clear enough. The first twelve champions to reach the gates would be able to leave. Everyone else would be left behind. I didn’t have to fight the other champions at all. I simply had to outrun them. 

I’d often heard that discretion was the better part of valor, and while people were quick to call runners coward, they were still alive at the time. I figured that would certainly apply here. The fewer champions I had to face, the better my chances of making it back to the Areopagus alive.

I started down the passageway. I didn’t run as I had no idea what unpleasantness Hades had in store for us. The arena itself could well be booby-trapped or have other perils hidden within its depths. I was already in the Underworld. It was safe to assume everything here was hostile to my very existence. 

As I moved, I studied the floor, looking for any raised stones or other breaks in the pattern, anything that might give away the presence of a trap, or a design pattern I could use to navigate my way through the maze. I found nothing. The walls also seemed devoid of any holes or grooves that might hide other dangers. Hidden blades or projectiles were the most common I had encountered in my travels. Cheap and easy to load, they proved deadly at short ranges, impaling unwary tomb raiders and leading to a painful prolonged death, far from medical assistance. Such traps didn’t have to kill you immediately, they simply had to cripple you or impede your ability to move and the perils within the tomb or the remoteness of the locale would do the rest. 

I figured Hades’ arena would be no different. The trial was a race, and anything that wounded or slowed the champions would be effective in taking them out of the competition, or turning them into easy fodder for their fellow competitors.

A shrieking howl echoed through the halls behind me. I felt it in my bones.

“What was that?” I muttered to myself. Was it one of the other champions? Or was it a beast of the underworld?

I picked up my pace a little, eager to put distance between me and whatever was back there. As I went, I worked through what I knew of Hades and his domain. Cerberus the three-headed hound of Hades was known to guard its gates. Were these the same gates? Or were those elsewhere? Would Hades have released him from his vigil for a little sport in the maze? 

The howl came again. This time it was closer, but it was high and shrill, less like a dog and more like a banshee. Which was both comforting and terrifying at the same time. I had no desire to face Cerberus but whatever was making the racket behind me seemed just as unpleasant.

The corridor I was moving through came to an abrupt end at an intersection that forked left and right. I looked down both paths but saw nothing to set them apart. As I stood vacillating over my choices, an old Dungeons & Dragons adage came to mind.

“Left is right and right is wrong,” I whispered as I looked at the paths. 

The howl came again and I took off running down the path that led left.

With nothing to orient me, I could quickly become lost in the maze’s depths. I wanted to head toward the outer wall, but the hallways all looked the same and above me only darkness stretched as far as the eye could see. I had used a tracking spell at Delphi to know which way led back to a certain point in the maze, and knowing I needed to move directly away from it had helped steer us through the Labyrinth. But at Delphi we’d been standing at one entrance to the maze. Here I was lost in the middle of one. I couldn’t really rely on it to be moving in the right direction.

The corridor turned abruptly to the right and continued about fifteen feet before it became a dead end. Luminescent walls faced me on each side.

“Thanks for nothing,” I muttered. 

I wasn’t really surprised that my time playing Dungeons & Dragons hadn’t prepared me for this very real dungeon, but I was disappointed. 

I let out a sigh and started back the way I had come. I turned the corner and picked up my pace. I had to make it back to the intersection before whatever was chasing me reached it and cut me off. If I got trapped in this tunnel, I would have to fight my way free.

Sucking in a deep breath, I took off running, my boots pounding against the stone. Rounding the next corner, I slowed my pace. Up ahead was the junction I had made the wrong turn at, but standing in the middle of it was a woman. She was about my height. Her alabaster skin was a sharp contrast to her scarlet hair, and her crimson scale mail shifted and clinked as her head whipped around to spot me standing behind her.

I recognized the champion from the arena. What had Ares called her? Alessa.

She looked at me and her eyes lit up. Turning, she squared off against me in the hall.

“Wait, Alessa,” I called, raising my hands. “We don’t have to do this. There are twelve doors. Just keep walking. I’ll take a different path and we can both leave here alive.”

In my mind, I urged her to keep moving. I didn’t want to fight another champion unless I had to, and chivalry or not, I didn’t want to hit a lady. So I was willing to let her pick her path and go, if she would take me up on the offer.

“No,” Alessa replied, her voice a raspy growl that sounded utterly inhuman as it passed her lips. “I came here for you.”

With that, she drew the curved blade hanging from her belt and charged straight at me.

I couldn’t run. There was nothing but a dead end behind me. The only way out was through her.

It wasn’t what I wanted, but as she charged me, I could see the madness dancing in her eyes. The wicked knife she was wielding would gut me like a fish. Chivalry wasn’t going to save me today.

“Don’t do this,” I shouted as my hands tightened around the P90. I almost felt sorry for her. The woman had literally brought a knife to a gunfight. I’d given her a chance to walk away, and she wasn’t taking it.

“Thief!” she cried, as she closed the distance faster than I thought possible. 

She wasn’t wrong. I’d certainly taken my share of things that didn’t belong to me. Call it a familial shortcoming. Kleptomania ran in Caldwell blood. It was what had made Francis such a great privateer. But it seemed an odd sort of insult given the circumstances and try as I might, I couldn’t recall having ever met her before. Had I stolen something from her? Ares had introduced her as the champion of the Crimson Court but that meant nothing to me either. I’d never heard of them.

“Last chance,” I shouted, not wanting to kill the woman over a case of mistaken identity.

On she came, lengthening her stride and drawing back the blade ready to strike. She was only about ten feet away and seemingly intent on filleting me when I let out the breath I had been holding and squeezed the trigger.

The first few shots went wide. I’d like to blame it on my nerves but truth be told, I wasn’t a good shot on the best of days, and shooting a berserk knife wielding lunatic that was charging straight at me was hardly ideal conditions. That said, the P90 came standard with a fifty round clip and even I couldn’t miss for long at that range.

Bullets stitched their way across Alessa’s chest. Sparks flew as bullet met scale mail and I feared the rounds were doing nothing at all. What was it loaded with? Rock salt?

Alessa screamed, a shrill high-pitched wail as one of the rounds found its mark.

Erring on the side of caution, I squeezed the trigger until it went click on the empty magazine. Alessa collapsed, pitching forward onto her face and sliding the last foot and a half until she came to a halt just in front of me.

“What a waste,” I muttered as I removed the spent magazine from the weapon and tossed it away. “One down, eighteen to go.”

“Usurper,” Alessa groaned.

I leapt a bloody mile. No one could survive that. Surely my mind was playing tricks on me. 

“Traitor,” she cried as she raised herself up on her hands and knees, her red hair fading to a matted black mess. She raised her head. What had been smooth porcelain skin was gone and in its place was taut leathery skin stretched thin over her bones. But above it all was a pair of red eyes, surrounded by black sclera. They gleamed with hate as they settled on me.

Thick black ichor stained her amour, but I couldn’t see a drop of blood.

Alessa wasn’t human.
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Alessa bared her teeth, a gesture that was made all the more unnerving by the fiercely pronounced canines. 

She launched herself off the ground with unnatural speed, covering the space between us in a blur before she grabbed me by my bulletproof vest and hauled me off my feet. I drew back and kicked for all I was worth, but the blow slid off her scale mail like water off a duck’s back. 

I hefted the submachine gun I was holding and regretted how carelessly I’d spent the rounds in the magazine. Empty, the gun was little better than a paperweight so I grabbed it by the stock and swung it like a baseball bat. The gun connected with her bony jaw with a satisfying crack, but she didn’t let go.

Instead, she shook me like a rag doll until the P90 slipped from my fingers. She was deceptively strong for her size, able to jerk me around as if I weighed no more than a child. 

Once I’d been disarmed, she lowered me until I was eye level, and I got a closer look at her fiery red eyes. There was a malice there that seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

“How I wish I could feed on you,” she said, her teeth inches from my throat. “But the mistress insists your blood has a greater part to play, Caldwell.” 

Mistress? Part? I didn’t fancy the sound of that at all. I drew on my magic and felt a rush of power as energy coursed through my being. 

“Fuerza!“ I bellowed. 

A fist of force launched from my outstretched hand into Alessa’s stomach. The spell tore me free of her vicelike grip as it drove her back. The armor saved her from the worst of the blow but there was still enough power behind the spell to throw her back six feet before she hit the ground. 

“Your mistress is going to need to take a number and get in line,” I said.

I studied the creature as she stood up. She clearly wasn’t human but had been hiding her true nature behind some kind of glamor. Gone was the entrancing beauty I’d seen in the barracks. In its place stood a monster. A dangerous one as evidenced by the fact that I’d emptied the better part of a clip into her, and she was still moving about. The scale armor seemed to have protected her from the worst of the assault, but it hadn’t stopped everything. Thick globs of a dark ichorous substance stained the armor where it had been breached.

The leathery weathered skin, pronounced canines, and inhuman strength led me to believe I was dealing with a vampire. Like most subjects of any import, when it came to vampires, there were some things that Hollywood got right, and plenty of places they missed the mark.

For instance, they were right about how to kill a vampire. Taking off its head, or piercing it through its heart would do the job. So might garlic, holy water, or a host of other substances depending on the family of vampire you were facing. You also needed to contend with the class of vampire. Though they were all once human, not all turned vampires were equal. Some were little more than mindless thralls, slavering beasts bound to their master’s will. Others known as knights, or ladies, maintained greater autonomy, carving out their own domains while serving the family. At the top of the vampiric food chain were the masters, ancient beings who could live for centuries. They were lightning quick, dangerously strong, and often possessed arcane gifts stolen from those they had fed on during their considerable lifetimes.

Looking at the sorry excuse before me, I reckoned I was dealing with a lady of one of the families, though which family remained a mystery. I’d encountered the Feudal Court before, an ancient family of vampires that had infested Eastern Europe, but their eyes tended to be pitch black orbs of inky darkness. The Crimson Court, as Ares had called them, must be another family entirely. One I knew nothing about.

“You call that power?” Alessa asked as she rose, brushed herself off, and stared me down. “No wonder you rely on human weapons. You are weak. I expected so much more from the heir.”

She raised her hand and chanted, “Fuego!”

A ball of fire shimmered into being above her outstretched hand. It grew as she channeled her will into it, before hurling the blazing inferno at me. 

I was far too close to conjure a meaningful shield, so I dove out of the way, tucking as I hit the ground. The fireball sailed overhead, and I felt the heat wash over me as it breezed past me. Rolling, I tried to get my feet beneath me to stand up, but instead I ended up standing on something and my feet shot out from beneath me, landing me on my ass once more. There was a skittering noise as steel bounced across the stone floor. Searching for the source, I saw the vampire’s knife laying against the wall about three feet away. 

I lunged for it. The vampire was clearly a talented practitioner and seemed to know who I was. For her to try and use a knife to kill me made no sense. I’d used the P90 over my own magic because it required me to expend less energy, something I anticipated I would need if I was to survive the challenge. I had been conserving my strength and taking the path of least resistance. Another wizard ought to be doing the same, which meant either she was a glutton for punishment, or there was something special about the knife. 

As my fingers closed around the haft of the blade, a flood of energy surged out of it and into me. The blade pulsed in time with the dangerous energy passing through it. I held the blade up. I had never seen it before and yet it felt familiar. It was almost as if I had crafted the blade myself.

The vampire uttered an unintelligible shriek of rage.

It was as if the very act of touching the weapon incensed her. 

Her hands moved in a wide circling motion as she chanted. Her voice was such a high-pitched shriek I couldn’t make out the words, but flames roared to life around me. I went to run but flames rose from the ground to hem me in. Fueled by her will, a wall of fire five foot high encircled me and began to close. I considered a shield to keep it at bay, but discarded the idea just as quickly. The flames didn’t have to kill me; they could just burn out all the oxygen and leave me unconscious which was as good as dead.

“Illuvia!” I shouted.

A torrent of water struck the flames before me with an angry hiss that sent steam rising into the air, but the flames were undiminished. I raised my assessment of the vampire’s skills as sweat rolled down my brow.

The flames climbed higher by the moment, and try as I might to force them back with my will, the vampire tightened them like a noose around me, slowly choking the life out of me. 

Alessa was closer now, the flames a reflection of the fire dancing madly in her eyes. A triumphant smile spread across her leathery features as the fire drew closer.

I could feel it now, the heat beating relentlessly against me. My breathing was agony as the heated air burnt my nose.

She had me cornered and her will was stronger than mine. That was the advantage to being an ageless creature of the night. She could have been centuries old for all I knew and here I was pitting my will against hers and being batted aside like a child. 

I looked down at the knife in my hand. It was as long as my forearm and had a gentle curve to its blade. The point and leading edge were wickedly sharp. 

Coughing and spluttering, I raised the weapon. I’d never reach the vampire before the flames could reduce me to ashes, so instead of pitting my will against her, I focused it on the blade. Its power resonated with my own like it was made for me. I hefted the knife, focused my mind, and hurled it at the chanting vampire.

I was not any better with a knife than I was with a gun, but I was a wizard. And so I cheated.

“Apuntar!“ I whispered, using my magic to guide the weapon as it flew.

The knife sailed through the flames. Focused as she was on maintaining her arcane assault, Alessa didn’t notice the threat until it was too late. The blade spun through the air, guided by my will until it struck, blade first, into the left side of her chest. The scale mail parted like paper as the enchanted weapon passed through it, piercing the vampire’s heart.

Alessa howled as her fingers clutched at the blade, but the damage was already done. 

What was left of her heart had been run through.

The flames vanished as the vampire’s will failed. I doubled over, my hands on my thighs as I sucked in a deep breath of precious air. As soon as I caught my wind, I made my way over to Alessa’s corpse. 

My face was slick with sweat but I’d thought she was dead once, and she’d damn near killed me for it. She wasn’t moving but I wasn’t falling for that. I nudged her with my boot. When that got no reaction out of her, I bent down and yanked the knife out of her chest. A sheen of black ichor coated its point and still she didn’t move an inch. 

I sighed with relief, as I cleaned the blade off and tucked it into a pouch on the back of my combat rigging. It wasn’t a sheath but it would have to do. There was something about the weapon that called to me, and I couldn’t leave it behind. If I got out of this mess, I’d take it back to London and study it. Hopefully I could find out why this Crimson Court, a family of vampires I’d never even heard of, was determined to kill me. For now, I had more pressing matters to attend to, like finding my way out of this maze before I was trapped in the underworld for an eternity.

Leaving the vampire’s corpse behind, I headed back down the corridor to the first intersection I had reached. The wrong turn and subsequent attack had cost me a lot of time, but I had no idea how much. I didn’t have my watch and even if I did, time didn’t function normally beyond the veil; a thought that was starting to cause me a great deal of discomfort. There were seventeen other champions here. What if they didn’t run into each other? 

Ares had transported everyone here. What if some of the other champions had a more direct route to the exit? Had the god of war shown favor to any of the participants? It was really impossible for me to tell. I only hoped that being observed by his fellow Olympians would serve to keep the challenge fair. 

As fair as any battle to the death could really be.

I strode along the corridor, picking up my pace but not quite running. I’d charged head long into the vampire with next to no warning and nearly died as a result. I was tiring and starting to think that maintaining an element of stealth might outweigh the advantage of speed, at least while so many other champions remained. As I walked, I couldn’t help replaying the conversation with Alessa in my mind. Calling it a conversation was perhaps a little generous but she’d been adamant that I’d taken something from her. What was more disturbing was that she seemed to know who I was. 

Being recognized as a Caldwell wasn’t unusual in and of itself, but she had known more than that. She’d known I was a wizard, and she’d called me the heir. What was that about? In the normal world, my family was an industrial power in their own right, but here among the champions of the gods, I was a nobody. Why had she been hell bent on killing me? She’d seemed more interested in that than escaping the maze itself. 

All questions that I might have asked her, if she’d not been so busy trying to kill me. 

I let out a sigh. My curiosity loathed unanswered questions. It was one of the things that drove me. Unfortunately, the answers I wanted had died with her, so I turned my wandering mind back to Hades’ maze. 

The walls towered high above me on either side, their luminescent sheen lighting the maze itself. If I could just get high enough, I’d be able to see which way led to the maze’s outer walls and my ticket out of here. 

I stopped and stared at the wall. Could it really be that simple? 

Reaching into my pouch, I pulled out one of the climbing pitons Knight had brought me. If I could scale the wall, perhaps I could even move safely across the top of it. 

I ran my hand over the wall, searching for any sign of a seam that I could drive the piton into. There was none to be found. 

That didn’t deter me. I was confident that I was onto something. 

“Never mind, I’ll make my own,” I muttered and channeled my will into the wall. 

“Grieta,“ I chanted, intending to open a narrow fissure that I could drive the piton into. 

The wall burned a bright green as a crack opened in the stone. I raised the piton to drive it into the gap but before the piton reached the wall, there was a blinding flare of brilliant green light and when I reopened my eyes the wall was whole once more. It was as if my spell had never been cast. 

I should have figured it wouldn’t be that easy, but it was worth a shot. I slid the piton into my pocket and kept moving. If I couldn’t get my bearing, the best course would be to alternate left and right turns so that I’d avoid going in circles. All the hallways looked the same. If I left it to chance, I could be going in circles and not even realize it. 

Thunder pealed through the maze, and as the noise dimmed, I almost thought I could make out a second set of footsteps, but they too vanished before I could locate their source.  

At the next intersection, I turned right, following the luminescent halls through the bowels of the underworld. With every moment that passed, I grew more and more nervous. There were only twelve doors and eighteen champions. My time had to be running out. I hoped the other champions had been as stymied by the maze as I had.

I followed the long hall and it seemed to gently slope upward as I went. It wasn’t until I reached the end of the hall and looked back the way I came that I could see the defined and steady rise. Hopefully it meant I was drawing closer to the outer ring.

At the next intersection, I turned left and followed a sharp series of turns one after the other until I was well and truly lost. I alternated directions, following my plan as best I could until a sound like a waterfall filled the tunnel.

I stopped moving to better listen to the unusual sound. Something was moving up ahead and it couldn’t be a waterfall, surely? I’d seen no river to feed it down here. 

Picking up my pace, I kept searching for any trace of a landmark I might be able to use to get my bearings. As I walked, the rustling grew louder and louder, until I turned the corner and the maze opened into an immense cylindrical chamber. The outermost edge of the tunnel, about fifteen feet wide, formed a walkway around a gaping abyss. Off the circular path, at least a dozen corridors lead back into the maze, but it was the void at the center of the chamber that drew my attention.

It was an immense pit, plunging into the depths of the underworld. I approached the edge, and the rustling grew even louder.

Staring down into the abyss, I could make out a steady stream of smoky shapes swirling about beneath me.

I studied them closer and realized the shapes were human, but their movements were strange. It was as if they were floating along on an unseen tide as they circled the yawning abyss. From where I stood, I couldn’t see the bottom and I had no desire to get any closer. The entire chamber was filled with an eerie solemnity that seemed to smother me. I wanted to get out of here, and fast, but I felt drawn toward the pit.

There was countless spirits coursing through it. The souls of the departed, legions of them, teeming to and fro in a seething mass of despair and anguish. The sound of the specters’ motions filled the chamber with a rustling noise like a billowing wind.

I couldn’t take my eyes off them. It was as if something within the pit was calling to me. 

What was this place?

As I searched the pit of souls, a voice behind me bellowed. “Spróxte!” 

A chill ran down my spine and I tried to gather the power around me into a shield, but the spell hit me like a truck, knocking me off my feet.

I tumbled forward, flailing madly, bouncing once on the stone floor before my momentum carried me over the edge and into the abyss.
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As I tumbled over the raised lip that formed the edge of the pit, I grabbed at it with both hands. The desperate effort stopped me from plunging into the abyss, but there was nothing I could do to stop myself from slamming face first into the wall of the pit. My cheek bore the worst of the blow which probably stopped me from breaking my nose but it still hurt like hell.

The muscles in both my arms protested as they took my weight, my fingers grasping onto the lip with everything I had. My heart pounded in my ears, and an eerie wail rose from the souls beneath me. 

I made the rookie mistake of looking down, and instantly regretted it. The dark abyss descended further than my eyes could see, untold numbers of souls circling listlessly in the bottomless pit.

“Not good,” I groaned. It was the understatement of the decade. Someone had snuck up on me, and whoever it was still waited for me in the cavern above.

I caught my breath, mustering the strength to pull myself out of the pit while replaying the last few moments in my mind. Whoever it was, they could use magic. And I was fairly confident they were speaking Greek; I’d heard the spell somewhere before.

Chances were that whoever it was, they were the champion of one of the Olympian patrons. The voice was feminine which narrowed things considerably.

I considered my options. Had they seen me grab the edge? If so, they were probably waiting for me. If they figured that their spell had done the job, there was a chance, however slim, that they might just pass me by.

Of course, there was just as good a chance that they would come and check their handiwork, and sooner or later they would see my hands clinging to the lip of the abyss for dear life, and they would have me dead to rights.

I was caught between a deadly foe and a bottomless pit. If I tried to climb out and they were waiting, they would have the high ground. It wouldn’t take much to send me tumbling back into the pit.

My arms were growing more tired by the second. I could feel the strain from my shoulders right to my fingertips.

I couldn’t hold on indefinitely. I was going to have to climb out and take my chances with whoever was waiting for me.

“Careful now, you wouldn’t want to fall into the pit of souls,” a gleeful voice called.

A blonde haired woman in a toga stood over me. She looked a little pale but there was something familiar about her large pillowy lips and big blue eyes. They were full of triumph.

“If you fall, you’ll be trapped in there until your day of judgment. No less than you deserve, you treacherous little snake.”

At first, I thought she was Hera’s champion, but she wasn’t carrying her staff. All of Hera’s priestesses normally carried them. At least, all the ones I had met at Delphi had. 

That was when I realized where I had seen her before: Apollo’s temple. She wasn’t a champion, she was the same priestess who had tried to recruit me to their cause at Delphi. How was that possible? I had killed her.

I’d led her to believe I was accepting her job offer and then turned her to stone when she’d forced me to kiss the ring. How had she survived that? It shouldn’t have been possible. She’d been solid stone the last time I had laid eyes on her. Granted she was still looking a little pale, but she ought to have been dead.

“Helena, of all the hells you belong in, why did you have to crawl into mine?”

“Have to?” she asked. “I volunteered. When Hades came looking for people who wanted a piece of you, there was no shortage of volunteers. It was quite the lineup, really.”

I groaned as my fingers strained against the stone. She was going to talk me to death at this rate.

“I can imagine,” I replied, “but why cling to the past? We’re both adults. Why don’t you give me a hand up, and I’ll put in a good word with your boss.”

Anger flared in her eyes. “Give you a hand?” 

That outrage was what I’d been banking on. If she was talking, she wasn’t casting spells. I took a quick breath and prayed my left arm could take the weight.

“Last time I did that, you turned me to stone,” she shouted.

While she was speaking, I let go with my right hand, grabbed the pistol in my belt, and raised it. I was close, too close for her to raise the shield in time. I squeezed the trigger three times in quick succession.

The pistol roared as the sound of the shots echoed around the chamber.

But nothing happened.

I’m not a great shot, but even I couldn’t miss from this range. It was as if the rounds passed straight through her.

Helena laughed. “You can’t kill me, you idiot. I’m already dead.”

That made more sense. She hadn’t survived Delphi at all. This is what Ares had meant when he had said Hades had something special in store for us. He’d brought back someone from our past. Why did he have to pick a vindictive witch? I was no expert on the underworld, but it looked like he’d snatched her from whatever post-portal fate she’d deserved and given her a hall pass.

Death hadn’t changed her feelings toward me in the slightest.

“I’ve dreamed of this moment,” Helena said. 

My arm was burning, so I tossed the pistol away, taking care not to follow its progress as it plunged into the darkness. I couldn’t afford to think about what was waiting for me below. 

“If you stood a chance of harming me, do you think I would have taken the time to gloat?” she asked. 

She had a point, but then again, she’d been arrogant in life too, and it cost her everything at Delphi. My mind raced as the fatigue in my arms built by the moment. I couldn’t hold on much longer, but I couldn’t kill her either. 

How did you kill a soul? Was it even possible? Or was it like a daemon and you needed to banish it? Temporal objects were going to pass straight through her, but what about magic? If she could still wield magic, it must be able to interact with her present form. 

“Oh, I’m going to savor this moment,” Helena said, leaning down. “I wonder what all those spirits will do to you? Mortal flesh? I’m just guessing, but I think they are going to strip you to your soul. The agony should be excruciating.”

She raised her hand toward mine and whispered a word of power. Flames coalesced into being above my right hand. I could feel the heat as the fire grew, singing the hairs on the back of my hand.

“Don’t let go now,” Helena taunted.

The heat grew rapidly. I had one shot, and I took it while she was focused on turning my fingers into chicken drumsticks. I winced, shifting my weight back onto my left hand, and bellowed, “Viento!” 

A gust of wind caught Helena’s incorporeal form and sucked her past me, into the pit. 

Helena screamed as the arcane wind dragged her downward. The shades hissed as she passed into their midst. With a collective shriek, they swarmed her. I lost sight of her as she vanished into the dense mass of souls swirling in the pit beneath me. 

Sweat was running down my face, my arms were cramping, but I was alive. Which was more than I could say for Helena, only this time I hoped death would keep a firmer grasp on her.

I took a deep breath and dragged myself up, getting my elbows over the edge of the pit. I paused there, letting my body take some of the strain my shoulders had endured, before dragging myself wearily over the lip and onto the path above. I rolled forward, away from the pit of souls and onto my back, gasping for breath.

I listened to the sound of the souls moving in the pit beside me. The wailing had ceased and the souls within seemed to have settled back into their ceaseless circling.

I was lucky to be alive. It was a good thing Helena had been too focused on tormenting me to finish the job. I needed to get out of here, and I needed to do it quickly. The threats within the maze only seemed to be growing. Not only was I on a clock and facing the other champions, but I was also up against whatever specters Hades had dredged up to torment them.

Hard pass. Mine had been unpleasant enough. 

Dragging myself to my feet, I ignored my body’s vehement protests. I hurt all over. My bruised face, my burnt hand, not to mention the fact that my upper body felt like I’d torn every muscle in it.

The chamber I was in circled the pit of souls and had a host of paths leading off it in every direction. I might have been trying to make my way to the outer edge of the maze, but I’d clearly failed. Right now, I would bet my life that this chamber was the center of the entire labyrinth. Which meant I had been going the wrong way the entire time. 

It also meant that literally everyone else that was still alive was closer to getting out of here than I was. Hell, some of them probably already had.

That was a harrowing thought, but if I was right, there was one upside. I knew where I was now. Well, at least relative to the exits. I just needed to move directly away from this point, and I would be going the right way. If I left something behind in this room, I could use my tracking spell to find my position relative to it. It wasn’t as good as a map, but it would allow me to at least keep my bearings. Reaching into my vest I drew out the second climbing piton and held it in my fist. 

The key was to will enough power into the tool that it would leave a signature, one that could be tracked in spite of the background interference caused by all the arcane energy passing through the labyrinth. If it had been an item of particular significance to me, the investiture of energy would have been unnecessary. But as it was gear that had been loaned to me by Knight, and I had no particular attachment to it, I needed to create an anchor that I could track as I moved through the maze.

Bending down, I stashed the piton flush against the wall so that it would be harder for others to see from a distance. The last thing I wanted was someone picking it up and trudging through the maze with it, particularly while I was using it as my compass to guide my way out of the underworld. 

I looked around, ensuring I was still alone, and found no one, which was both comforting and troubling at the same time. I looked at the dozens of exits, and picked one at random. As long as it wasn’t the one I had come in through, I was willing to try any of them. As far as I could tell, the only place that particular tunnel lead was here. I hoped there weren’t too many others like it, or I could find myself doubling back here again, as could the other champions.

I made my way to the next exit and was about to head down it when a sickening sensation washed over me. It felt like a tangible wave of fear had distilled upon my soul. My stomach churned and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. 

I’m not a coward, but whatever was waiting for me down that hall, I didn’t want any part of it. I trusted my gut, picked up my pace, and picked the fourth exit beyond the hall of horrors.

The corridors here were the same as the ones I had passed through earlier, with stone floors and luminescent walls casting an eerie green glow over the entire place. I found myself wondering if the maze was representative of other parts of the underworld, or whether Hades had simply styled this particular corner of his empire to be soul-crushingly featureless.

Turning a corner, I almost lost my balance as my boots lost all traction with the floor. I looked down to find a pool of blood spreading slowly from a body that was sitting upright against the wall. It was what was left of Jurgen Grimm. His suit was torn to shreds and a large chunk had been ripped out of his chest. It was as if something had bitten clean through it. Ares had mentioned in his briefing that Eurynomos the flesh-eating daemon prowled the underworld, and I had to wonder if this was his handiwork. The Grimms were formidable hunters of the supernatural, but perhaps the daemon had got the drop on him.  

I looked around the body and found a smear of ichor along the wall. Perhaps Jurgen had got off a few shots of his own, though with what I couldn’t tell. I carried on down the hall, Jurgen’s corpse serving as a potent reminder to stay alert. I extended my wizard’s senses searching for any hint of the arcane or other presence within the halls around me. I couldn’t sense anything, and I was relieved until I remembered there were mortal champions as well in the maze. Oh well, I’d have to cross that bridge if I came to it.

As a test, I ran my tracking spell, and sure enough I felt the ping of the piton behind me. Excellent. At least something was working as it was intended.

My thoughts wondered back to Jurgen and I found myself struggling with conflicting emotions. On the one hand, I was sorry to see him dead, but I’d be lying if I said part of me wasn’t glad there was one less champion who could compete for the gateways leading back to the Areopagus. At least three champions had already fallen, now only five of those that remained would fail. It was hard to gauge whether my odds were improving or not, and as I thought about it, a particularly unsettling realization dawned on me. 

With the dangers of the maze, there was every chance that twelve champions wouldn’t make it out. Between each other, Eurynomos, and the shades Hades had dredged up, it was entirely possible that gates might be left unclaimed.

Once more, I found myself wrestling with the question of whether I should be focused on stealth or speed. 

The corridor forked left and led to another intersection. I cast my tracking spell and could feel its pull behind me and to the right, so I opted to go left, hoping to chart the most direct course I could to the outer ring.  

Growing more confident, I moved steadily through the maze. At each junction, I’d repeat the process, casting my tracking spell, locate the piton, and adjust my direction accordingly. Now with the center of the maze as a reference, I began to see a pattern emerging. Whenever I was heading directly toward the outer limits of the maze, I would eventually come to an intersection forking left and right. On the surface you would expect the left-hand path to lead further out, but it would double back on itself and turn into a dead end. The right-hand fork would take me through a series of sharp corners and then continue its journey toward the outer edge of the maze.

I encountered this particular junction at least three times, before reaching a long straight corridor that seemed to head directly for the outer edge of the labyrinth.

It was the single longest stretch of hallway I had managed to find so far.

At the end of it, I came to a T-intersection but this time the wall opposite me was different. Instead of the same seamless expanse and haunting luminescent glow of the other walls of the maze, this one was formed of stones laid atop each other, and had a gentle curve to it. The path continued in both directions, further than the eye could see thanks to the gradual sloping curve of the wall.

This had to be it. The outer wall of the maze. Did this hall run the entire length of it? If it did, all I would have to do is follow the wall until I found a gate. But so would anyone else who successfully made it to the outer halls, greatly increasing my chance of finding another champion here.

I had to give it to Hades: he was ruthlessly efficient in ensuring the champions would run into each other throughout the maze, either funneling them toward the pit of souls in the maze’s heart, or here when they were so close to their goal, they would invariably find other champions as they raced to find a gateway out of the labyrinth. I hugged the outer wall and pressed onward. I was close now; I could feel it. 

Drawing on my power, I held it ready to unleash at a moment’s notice. The corridors leading onto the outer hall were a perfect place to lay an ambush. Simply wait for an unsuspecting champion to pass by and hit them with everything you had. As I approached the next corridor, I stalked silently to the edge before stealing a look around it. The hall was empty but with more than a dozen champions still unaccounted for, I doubted my luck would hold.

I slipped past the hall and continued onward until I saw it: a wrought iron portcullis set in the outer wall. It was lowered, and beyond it was a completely enclosed stone recess about ten feet deep. It was dark and completely empty. I’d expected a rift or portal back to the Areopagus, but whatever gateway had been there, was now gone.

I let out a sigh as my disappointment grew. I wasn’t the first one here.

One less way out of this mess. Only eleven remained, if that. Ares had said that the gates were positioned equidistant around the maze. Judging by the size of this place, the next nearest would be a hike, and I could feel my heart beating harder and harder. Whether it was the fatigue or my nerves setting in, it was hard to tell now. Reluctantly, I picked up the pace. I could be as stealthy as I liked, but if I didn’t get to a gateway in time, I was going to be stuck here in the underworld for eternity, and I had wedding plans. Well, Lara and I hadn’t exactly set a date, but she’d said yes. She’d said yes and then I’d dragged her to Delphi to help kidnap an oracle. She was easily the most patient fiancée who had ever lived. Anyone else would likely have shot me by now, and she’d only tried that once, in her office in New York. I’d deserved it. 

The thought of her brought a smile to my face. I had to do this. I had to get out of here.

I was on the home stretch now. It was all or nothing. Racing through the outer hall, I found the body of another champion. This time it was the Arcane Parliament’s man, Feneck Strickland, laying in a pool of his own blood. 

From the look of it, he’d been gunned down by a hail of automatic fire. He was laying in front of another sealed portcullis. He’d died within spitting distance of his goal and the gateway had been taken by another. 

Another champion down, and another sealed gateway. My chances weren’t looking good.

I bent down and snatched up his staff. He certainly wasn’t going to be needing it anymore and the Parliament’s battle staves were man-portable pain waiting to be unleashed. Sure, even without it, a wizard can lay down some heat, but prolonged engagements like the Trial tended to wear down a wizard’s reserves. Tools like the staff allowed a wizard to use its stored energy in place of his own, and avoid the fatigue normally associated with arcane engagements.

Given I had been robbed of the opportunity to bring my own toys along, I figured his would make a serviceable substitute. 

Ares hadn’t said anything about stealing from the other champions, and I needed any edge I could get. Then again, it hadn’t helped him. Hopefully whoever had ambushed him, had since left the maze through the now closed gateway before me.

I ran on, passing two more gateways, and the body of the Knight Templar whose head was resting about six feet from his body. He’d died with his sword in hand but had clearly overestimated his own abilities and paid the price. Templars were competent warriors. They had been a martial order for the best part of two millennia, but he’d met his match here.

Sweat rolled down my brow as I carried on. I’d passed four gateways already, all of them sealed shut. I’d also encountered four champions, but there were still plenty left to take the final gates back to the Areopagus. Staff in hand, I raced on, my breath coming in deep panting gulps, as I circled the maze. I took a quick inventory as I went. So far, I’d lost both of my firearms but gained an enchanted knife and the staff. I still had the explosives and a couple of grenades available but in the narrow confines of the tunnel, they could prove just as dangerous to me as to my foes. 

A blue glow emanated from the outer wall ahead of me. Drawing nearer, I could make out the raised portcullis of an open gateway.

I’d done it. I’d found one, my ticket out of this hell and back to the Areopagus. 

I raced for the gate. It could be the last one for all I knew. That was when I spotted the figure closing on the gate from the other direction. He was squat, his features barely visible behind his black trench coat and beanie. 

Drewitt, of the Blackened Hand. Whatever the hell that meant. I neither knew nor cared. He had seen the portal too and was racing toward it as fast as his legs could carry him.

A high pitch laugh carried out of the open gateway into the maze. 

It was the kind of shrill haunting laugh that sent a chill straight to your bones. It was filled with a wicked mix of mirth and loathing.

I slowed to a walk as a charcoal black silhouette emerged from the gateway’s recess. It had two beady red eyes set in its head, and a row of white teeth that tapered to fine points. Something ran down its chin and dripped onto its chest. 

Yech.

The creature raised its hands, both of which ended in raking talons that looked like they could flay the flesh from my bones in a single stroke. 

Eurynomos, the flesh-eating daemon of the underworld, stood waiting for us, his eyes alive with hunger and anticipation. 

Its head rotated slowly from me, to the hall running perpendicular to ours, before moving on to Drewitt.

“Three champions remain, and only one gate,” Eurynomos called, his voice a whispering rasp that filled the tunnel. “Who will survive and who will be left to slake my appetite?”

Only one gate left?

The creature could be lying but there was no way to know.

I looked from Drewitt to the daemon. There was no other choice. I dropped my head and charged straight at him. 
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The daemon flexed in the gateway like an NFL linebacker ready to tear apart anyone foolish enough to make a break for the gateway, but the way I saw it, I really didn’t have any other choice.

The creature could certainly be lying about it being the last remaining portal, but it really didn’t matter. We all had to make the attempt, in the event he was telling the truth. Whoever didn’t make it would be stuck here for an eternity. An eternity where our imminent future included our mortal frame being used as Eurynomos’s scratching post.

Come to think of it, that eternity was likely to be far shorter than I had anticipated. At least the part where my spirit remained attached to my body.

So I ran for it. After all, I had faced daemons before, in the catacombs of Rome and the jungles of Panama. While each creature was different, I could rely on them to try to tear me apart with inhuman strength and unbridled savagery. I just hoped this one didn’t know a lot of magic. That would certainly complicate things. 

Most of them wouldn’t expect their prey to charge straight for them. After all, food normally had the good sense to run away.

On the other side of the gateway, Drewitt dropped to one knee and pulled something out of his trench coat. From where I stood, it looked like a giant piece of chalk the size of a baton. He hastily scrawled a circle on the floor, dropped the chalk, and drew a knife. Cutting his palm, he dripped blood onto the edge of the circle before willing power into it. 

I could feel him working. The man had far more juice than I expected for someone so young, and he wasn’t conjuring an elemental assault. He was summoning something.

Eurynomos whipped his head around to face the new threat. I saw my chance and I took it. 

“Fuerza!“ I bellowed, sending a wave of force rolling through the chamber ahead of me.  

The spell caught Eurynomos in the flank and hurled him like a ragdoll toward Drewitt. 

Drewitt didn’t even look up. He was too focused on the ritual he had begun. Standing beside the crude chalk circle, he chanted furiously. The stone floor inside the circle melted, shifting from gray stone to an inky black miasma. 

I groaned. He wasn’t conjuring something, he was summoning it, and not just any creature from beyond the veil. He was reaching into the Darkness, the expanse beyond the borders of the realms of the gods, and the lands of Faerie. Either Drewitt was a veteran at his craft in spite of his youthful appearance, or he was recklessly summoning something with no regard for binding it to his will. 

My mind flashed back to the horror in the catacombs beneath Rome, and I knew I didn’t want to still be here when it arrived. Fortunately, I had a straight shot to the portal. I lengthened my stride and ran for the gateway like a man possessed. Everything hurt, but I was too close to let that deter me. I focused my mind on the portal and shoved the pain down deep. I could deal with it later, if I was still alive.

I didn’t have to stop Drewitt or banish Eurynomos. I just had to get through the gate first. Nothing else mattered.

Unfortunately, the third champion had exactly the same idea. I got my first glimpse of him as I passed the hall that ran perpendicular to the portal.

Clyde Baker was charging at the portal like a rampaging bull.

Only he wasn’t the Clyde Baker I recalled from the arena. The Clyde Ares had introduced was scarcely five feet tall, and wore a set of dirty old overalls and worn out boots. The creature charging headlong at me seemed to be growing with each loping stride. His worn-out old boots split at the seams as his feet burst through them. Huge taloned feet that scraped at the stonework like nails on a chalkboard as they propelled him forward.

His torso swelled, his arms growing rapidly as thick corded muscle shredded his overalls along with the human skin he’d been using as his disguise. Razor sharp claws flexed on both hands as he threw himself forward, running on all four limbs. His matted black hair clung tight to his sweaty scalp while a gaping maw full of teeth growled with bestial fury.

Clyde Baker was a ghoul, and he was practically on top of me.

I leveled the battle staff and drew on its power. Clearly Feneck had been a pyromancer, and I could feel the raw inferno of his fury stored within the staff. I couldn’t think of a more fitting present for my new friend, so I pointed it at Clyde and let it rip. 

Flames roared from the staff, bathing Clyde who was scarcely a dozen feet away from me in a roaring inferno. The creature screamed his outrage as his flesh blistered and crackled, but still he came on. He launched himself at me in a bounding leap that carried him over the worst of the flames and into me. The mass of burnt flesh struck me like a raging hangover, knocking me on my ass as the stench of burning flesh made me fight the urge to retch. The staff clattered across the floor as Clyde raked it out of my hands.

My heart sank as I hit the ground. There was nothing between Clyde and the portal. The ghoul could simply bound over me and seize the last ticket out of this forsaken hellhole. 

He loomed over me, saliva running from his distended maw as he leered hungrily at me. It was a truly hideous sight, not to mention the medium-well done aroma of the ghoul filling my nostrils. I waited for him to bound forward and leave me trapped in the underworld, but instead, he pressed one taloned claw against my bulletproof vest and placed his weight on it, crushing me to the floor.

Whether it was hunger for revenge, or simply the ghoul’s insatiable desire to feed on human flesh, Clyde seemed in no great hurry to leave. 

It was the first time in my life that the prospect of being eaten alive filled me with hope.

I still had a chance. 

I drew on my power, but the creature seemed to sense it. Before my lips could form the words of power, he pounded his fist into my chest so hard, I could have sworn I felt my ribs crack. My spell died on my lips as a pained gasp escaped my lips.

I wanted to scream but the pain engulfed me. If I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t use my magic. 

“You are mine,” the ghoul growled, his maw descending until it was scant inches from my face. His fetid breath rolled over me in waves and the nausea it caused was enough to bring back the urge to vomit.

“Whisper a spell, wizard. I dare you.” 

The ghoul’s claws tightened on my chest until they punctured through it, biting into my side. I couldn’t stop the tortured groan that escaped my lips. The ghoul’s eyes danced with glee. 

I tried to shut out the pain, which was easier said than done as it was everywhere. My ribs, my wounded side, my tortured lungs, and my burnt hand, but I’d experienced agony before and I pushed it down deep, burying it behind a wall of willpower within my mind. There would be a time to hurt later. I had to fight back if I ever wanted to live to see the outside of these walls again.

I let out a groan to feed the ghoul’s sadism. I wasn’t much of an actor but fortunately I had plenty to work with. The creature grabbed my head and forced it to the ground. I knew from experience that ghouls had enough strength to tear it right off my shoulders if I gave him the chance.  

With my face trapped against the ground, I started searching my vest for something to get the ghoul off me, but with him atop me it was difficult to reach anything. In the distance, Drewitt stood behind his circle as a stream of small creatures emerged from it. The summoned creatures were only a foot or so tall, and looked like monkeys but with oily skin rather than fur and wicked claws on every limb. They clambered out of the portal, two or three at a time, and threw themselves at Eurynomos who was wading through their ranks like a harvester’s scythe.

With each stride, a handful of the diminutive savages would go flying, their broken bodies cast aside by the flesh eater, but there were always more to take their place. Drewitt seemed intent on drowning the daemon in a tide of teeth and claws, as his pets circled and clawed at the flanks of their larger foe.

In panic, I patted down my pockets and found something hard in the right-hand pocket of my slacks. My hands gripped the cylinder through my slacks, and I knew what it was: the other climbing piton.

I jammed my hand into the pocket and wrenched out the piton. The ghoul shifted his weight to try and bite through my arm. Instead of avoiding him, I drove it forward, right into his open maw.

Surprise registered on his blistered face. I doubt many of his prey had ever voluntarily tried to feed him their appendages. As his jaws started to close, the razor-sharp points of his teeth bit into the flesh of my right arm. But before he could tear through me, my fingers found the trigger on the hydraulic piton and activated it.  

Normally the piton would be used to the resistance provided by the rocky face of a mountain. The piton’s jaws sprang open, one hammering into the top of the ghoul’s mouth, the second puncturing through his tongue as they snapped wide, preventing him from closing his mouth.

I’d hoped to bury it in the creature’s brain, but apparently it was too small a target and I’d missed. 

The creature reared back howling in fury as he tried to dislodge the piton. I yanked one of the grenades off my vest, pulled the pin, and lobbed it straight into the ghoul’s open gullet.

My heart skipped a beat as it rebounded off the roof of his mouth and started falling back toward me. Fortunately, it caught the back of his teeth and bounced back, vanishing down his throat.

The ghoul hacked like a cat fighting a hairball, but I couldn’t afford to watch. I drew myself tight into a ball, my ribs groaning in pained protest as I tried to present the smallest profile possible. 

The grenade detonated. Trapped inside the ghoul as it was, it turned Clyde Baker into a hot mess. A viscous rain of blood and ghoul sprayed over me, and what was left of Clyde slumped to the floor. Ghouls were hardy creatures, but there was no surviving that. I pushed myself to my hands and knees, wincing as I went.

Thirty feet away, Eurynomos was disappearing under a horde of the monkey-daemons. Fight them as he might, there just always seemed to be more of them to take the place of the fallen. Drewitt, it seemed, was more than confident enough to challenge Hades’ pet daemon. 

I dragged myself to my feet and made for the portal, its sapphire hues casting a welcome glow over the tunnel before me. I hurt everywhere, but it was comforting in a way. The pain let me know I was still alive. I ambled onward as a high-pitched scream echoed through the tunnel.

I glanced over my shoulder. Eurynomos collapsed under a sea of Drewitt’s minions. 

Daemons didn’t die, not in the normal sense, though they did require a vessel to house their spirit. Once that vessel suffered critical damage, their souls were pulled back into the Darkness from which they were called. Eurynomos, it seemed, had reached his limits.

Which meant Drewitt and his horde of lesser daemons would be coming for me. I looked at the seething mass of teeth and claws and shook my head. I didn’t have the strength to deal with that.

“Hell no,” I muttered, drawing the brick of explosive from its pouch on my vest. It was wrapped in olive green mylar film and had a detonator jammed in the end of it. 

I drew back and hurled the C-4 as far as my good arm could manage. It landed about three feet shy of the closest creatures, but Drewitt was already driving them forward. I was the last thing between him and the final gateway back to the Areopagus.

The lesser daemons ran toward me. The creatures moved on all four limbs and were far quicker than me, but I was only a few feet from the portal now. I summoned a shield around me, raised the detonator, and pressed the button.

The compound exploded in a brilliant flare of orange flames and black smoke as the blast wave rolled outward.

Wizards don’t fly, but I can fall with the best of them. The blast wave caught my shield and hurled me forward, headlong through the waiting portal.

The iron portcullis slammed shut behind me, and a weightless sensation filled my whole body. The light of the portal intensified, and I had to close my eyes against the blinding glare. Something yanked me upward. It was like being dragged through the water behind a ski boat. The flesh of my face was being peeled back by some sort of resistance as I was drawn onward. In spite of the pain, I couldn’t help but grin. I’d done it. 

I’d survived the Trial! I’d literally been through the underworld and survived. Giddy delight flooded my wounded frame, and I laughed.

I laughed until the pulling sensation ceased and I was once more weightless.

My eyes opened in time to see the sands of the arena floor rushing up at me.

I got a mouthful of sand as I hit the arena’s floor, hard. The wind burst from my weary lungs and my damaged ribs shrieked in pained protest. I rolled onto my back and felt the sun on my face. In spite of the agony I was in, it felt incredible.

As my euphoria faded, I became aware of laughter in the arena around me. I opened my eyes and found eleven other champions standing over me, most of them laughing at my expense. I imagined that most of them had made a far more graceful return to the arena than I had. 

“Scraping in by the skin of your teeth, Caldwell,” a voice off to one side called. I shielded my eyes from the sun and could make out the form of Ares standing over me. “Look at you. A stiff breeze might finish you off.”

“Nonsense,” Knight said, shouldering his way past the other champions to stand next to Ares. “In by an inch, in by a mile. It hardly matters; he’s done it.”

Knight jammed his hands in his pocket and smiled. “Stick around him a little longer, my good host, and you’ll discover as I have, he’s like a cockroach, takes a lot of killing.”

“A chicken can run around without its head, it doesn’t make it a hero,” another voice added. I tracked it and saw Winter’s champion looking down at me with a wide grin.  

“And yet he took out two other champions, three if you count the summoner,” Ares replied. “Something the rest of you ought to take note of.”

Thanks, Ares. I hardly needed another target on my back. I’d barely survived the first challenge and as I took inventory of my battered state, I figured survived was a pretty fair summation. My body was battered, beaten, and bleeding. I had my doubts that I could remain on my feet for long, but it wouldn’t do to show any weakness here. The last thing I wanted was for any of my fellow champions to believe me easy pickings. 

Dragging myself to my feet, I stifled a groan and looked around. Most of the patrons were still seated on their thrones in the pavilion. One of the seats was empty but for the life of me I couldn’t recall who had occupied it. I was just too worn out to care. I looked around at the champions to see who else had made it through the Trial. 

Unsurprisingly, the Fae champions had made it through the underworld, seemingly unscathed, as had Phobos and Deimos’ champions. It seemed no one had taken advantage of the bounty offered by Ares, or if they had, they hadn’t lived to collect it. The Valkyrie stood off to one side, quietly watching the others. I caught her eye, and she tipped her head. I returned the gesture, though I would have given just about any price to know what was going through her mind. 

Surprisingly, the CIA operative had made it through the Trial. He stood locked in conversation with Eris’ champion who was laughing at something that had passed between them. 

Hera’s champion, Alexa, stood quietly conversing with Alexandros, the champion of Zeus. It seemed whatever enmity their masters had toward each other, they had set it aside for the moment.

Tadashii worked through their ranks, looking surprisingly unscathed as he affected a short bow. 

“You had me worried, Seth. I am glad to see you made it through.”

I took short quick breaths, not wanting to test my ribs any more than I had to. “And you, Tadashii. It seems fate smiled on us both.”

He cocked his head slightly to one side. “I met only one champion, but you met three. The cynic in me says fate dealt you a losing hand.”

His words sank into my mind, and I caught the meaning behind them. In my journey through the maze, I had faced off against three champions and come across the bodies of others. It seemed I had been given one of the more dangerous routes through the maze.

Either I had purposefully been given the most dangerous path or my navigational shortcomings had almost got me killed. It was easy to believe the latter, though I couldn’t entirely dismiss the former. There was also the ambush by the Crimson Court vampire. I’d barely set foot in the maze before she had set upon me. I didn’t know why she had such an axe to grind with me, but it was almost as if Ares had given her a prime opportunity to bear out her grudge.

I nodded to Tadashii. “Perhaps. But we survived and that’s what counts. Did you also face one of Hades’ shades?”

“Yes,” Tadashii replied, looking down at his feet, “not all battles are fought with steel.”

I had no idea what he meant and was about to ask him when my body lurched forward of its own accord. 

A hand caught me from behind, grabbing me by the top of my combat rigging. I tried to turn, but Knight’s voice in my ear, warned me off. “Easy, Seth, just try to stay on your feet for a few more minutes. We’ll get you taken care of.”

Ares’ voice boomed over the arena. “Well fought, champions. Retire to your quarters, relish your victory, and prepare for this evening’s feast.”

Knight pulled my arm over his shoulder, and half steered, half carried me out of the arena.

As we passed through the gates, Knight whispered, low enough so that he could not be overheard, “You and I need to talk, Seth. Now.”
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I’d be lying if I said I made it back to my room under my own steam. Knight and Tan dragged me back through the halls of the Areopagus, across the barracks, and into my room. Knight paid the other champions no heed as we moved, other than to shush my attempts to ask what he wanted. 

Knight needed no directions to my chambers, which meant he had been there before. When we reached my room, I pushed open the door and let them deposit me on the bed. After what I’d been through, the soft silk sheets looked oh-so-inviting. 

“Let’s get him up on the bed, where we can take a closer look at him. That ghoul seems to have done a real number on him,” Knight said.

“It was quite the show,” Tan added as he bent down and grabbed my legs and together they dragged me onto the bed that I had spent the better part of two days asleep in. After the visit to the underworld, the soft mattress felt like heaven against my sore back but being hoisted into it still had me wincing in pain. My body wanted to sleep, but it was the first chance I’d had to speak to Knight since Delphi, and I had a lot to say.

“What were you thinking, volunteering me for this madness? It’s suicide,” I groaned. 

While I was interested in hearing what Knight had to say, I was far more inclined to give him a piece of my mind. His entering me in the trial had almost got me killed. Hell, I’d barely made it past the first challenge. The remaining events could well finish the job. There was a part of me that wanted to draw on my power and level him right here, right now. That part of me, the less rational, idealistic part of me, was loudly telling me that I would be doing the world a favor if I did just that. Knight’s criminal empire spanned the globe. He made his fortune trafficking in illegal enterprises and his actions alone had no doubt led to the death of countless people, directly and indirectly.

That was when the rational part of my brain kicked in and reminded me of Ares’ outburst in the arena. He’d been more than clear about what would happen to those who shed blood outside the confines of the challenges. I was confident that killing my own patron would not qualify for an exemption. Ares might be entertained for the better part of a few seconds before his host rights obligated him to slay me for breaking his laws.

Yes, as much as I wanted to do terrible things to Edward Knight for the circumstances I found myself in, he too was off-limits and so I sank back into the bed.

“When you failed at Delphi, you tied my hands,” Knight replied as he sat down beside me. “You think I wanted to be a party to this madness? Of course not. Look at where we are, look at who is here. I’d give a snowflake a better chance in hell than we have of walking out of here alive.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. Was he serious?

“Then why are we here?” I asked. My lungs burned and my face felt like my cheeks were on fire.

“That, Seth, is a much better question.” Knight lifted a large medical kit off the floor and hoisted it onto the edge of the bed. “We’re here for information.”

He unzipped the medical kit. 

“What kind of information?” I asked.

Knight began lifting supplies out of the kit and arranging them in neat piles on the bed. “I wanted to know what is going on in the supernatural world. A year ago, everything was on the hush hush. Now there’s a mad wizard in New York City, a daemon tearing apart a temple in Panama, Greek gods moving against each other at Delphi. Something is going on, and it is in our best interest to identify what it is, before it does irreparable damage to us or the worse yet, the world.”  

“You expect me to believe you’re in this for the greater good?” I asked, trying not to laugh at the absurdity of the proposition.

Knight shrugged. “I don’t care what you believe. I’m only interested in the answers. I’ve tested my contacts. None of them have any idea what’s going on, but these beings do. You can feel it, the tension in the air, the whispered conversations. The entire Trial itself seems like a thinly veiled opportunity for Ares to take a side in whatever is coming. Whatever it is, it will affect us all. Mark my words.”

Normally I would have dismissed the rant as conspiracy theories run amok, but I couldn’t. Those events had happened. How he knew about Panama, I had no idea, but it didn’t change the facts. Things were heating up in the supernatural world, and I had no idea why.

“So what are you suggesting?” I asked, willing for the time being to set aside the persistent urge to do him harm.

Knight rubbed his balding pate. “I’m suggesting that we make the most of this opportunity and learn what they know. But to do that, well, you’re going to have to stay alive because the moment you’re done, they’ll send me home.”

“Wouldn’t want to bring your sightseeing trip to a premature conclusion,” I replied with a labored breath, “but you can rest assured I’m doing my best to stay in the land of the living.”

“I know.” Knight gave me a sideways glance. “I’d like to say I didn’t doubt you for a minute. But when that ghoul creature was about to eat your head, I must confess things were looking pretty grim.”

“Not my fault,” I answered. “If I had even the faintest inkling that I was going to be fighting for my life, I might have come better prepared. You had no right to drag me here and throw me into this insane asylum masquerading as a competition.”

Edward Knight reached behind his back, and before I could raise a hand, he’d drawn a small snub-nosed pistol and wedged it under my chin.

“Oh, I had every right,” he said, leaning forward over me. 

The cold steel pressed firmly against the soft underbelly of my chin. I didn’t move a muscle.

“We had a deal, Seth,” Knight said, his voice low, but unyielding. “You get me the Oracle in exchange for the favor. That was our deal. You returned empty-handed, leaving our deal unfulfilled.”

“Apollo was never going to let me kidnap the Oracle,” I replied. Every time I opened my mouth I could feel the pistol’s barrel. “You were played like a pawn.”

Knight loomed over me, his eyes less than a foot from mine. “Even if that is true, you failed me. This is how you will repay my favor.”

“In a psychotic battle to the death?” I asked. “Have you seen the other champions? Their patrons are literally gods. They are orders of magnitude more powerful than either of us. I might be a wizard, but here, that means nothing. There wasn’t a being in that pavilion other than you, Knight, who couldn’t use magic. We are nothing next to them. You’ve brought me here to die. What good will your favor be then?” 

Knight let out a deep breath and I could feel the pistol waver against my chin. “I’m going to need a little more can-do spirit from you, Seth. You survived the first trial. I didn’t bring you here to die. I brought you here to win. So stop fighting me and start working with me. Otherwise, we are both destined for disappointment. Yours will be terminal.”

“If you kill me, Ares will deal with you himself,” I replied.

Knight put the pistol away. “I don’t have to kill you. You’re obligated to participate in the tournament. You will conquer, thereby achieving my goal, or die. Those are your only options. You can complain all you like but consider this for a moment. Were you anyone else, I would have put a bullet in you at Delphi for failing me. Your friends would have followed shortly thereafter. I leave no witnesses, and no conflicting testimony. I gave you this chance to redeem yourself in the hope that it would benefit us both. Stop complaining and make the most of this once in a lifetime opportunity.”

“You told me where a temple was,” I protested. “You think that’s worth my life?”

Edward sighed. “Clearly you did, or you wouldn’t have made the bargain. I’ve already paid for giving you that information. The Inquisition is making hell with my holdings wherever they can. Fulfilling your bargain is the least you can do to even the score.”

We were at an impasse. I couldn’t kill him and he couldn’t kill me, not without Ares dealing with the survivor. Like it or not, I was trapped here. I may as well make the most of it. 

I let out a deep sigh.

“Now that the past is behind us, are you ready to discuss more important matters?” Knight asked. 

“I’m ready for a handful of pain killers and twelve hours of sleep,” I replied.

Knight was about to open his mouth when Tan put a hand on his shoulder. “Let us see to his injuries while you talk. Otherwise, he’ll be in no condition for the feast or tomorrow’s challenge.”

Another challenge? It was a gut-wrenching sentiment. I wasn’t sure I could get off the bed unassisted, let alone compete in another of Ares’ events.

Knight looked down at my chest and nodded. “Very well. Let us talk while we work. Time is of the essence.”

Tan reached into the medical kit and produced a pair of scissors. Together with Knight, he cut free the combat rigging, the bullet-proof vest, and my shirt. As they pulled apart the layers, I lifted myself off the bed so that they could drag them out from beneath me. 

Before I could lay down, Tan slid a towel beneath me. “For the blood.”

“Wouldn’t want to mess up Ares’ sheets,” I replied. “Guy seems to have some anger issues.”

Tan chuckled as he lifted what was left of my vest and combat rigging off the bed.

“Don’t take those,” I said, sitting up and then regretting the motion. “I found something in the maze. I want to take a closer look at it when we’re done.”

Tan set them on the table and Knight picked up a bottle of antiseptic.

“Oh yes, the knife,” Knight said. “What was so special about it? And what was with that horrific creature?”

I paused. I didn’t particularly want to talk about the knife. Especially with Knight. I didn’t need him knowing any more of my business, so I held my tongue.

“We could see everything, Seth. That’s the whole point of this trial. At least for Ares, it’s about the entertainment. It wouldn’t do much good for his guests if you murdered each other in the solitude of Ares’ palace, far from prying eyes. I don’t understand the workings of the magic, but we could see it all larger-than-life, in better quality than the cinema.”

“I’m glad you were entertained,” I replied, shifting a little in the bed to get more comfortable. With the vests and shirt gone, I could see the bruising on the bottom of my rib cage, where the ghoul had whaled on me like a boxing bag. It was hard to say whether it was more or less unpleasant than where his claw had pierced my right side. The creature had to have been close to puncturing my lung. Tan worked to staunch the bleeding while Knight dabbed at my wounds with the antiseptic.

“I have no idea what her problem was,” I replied, talking about the Crimson Court vampire. “But she seemed to know me from somewhere and whoever was responsible for porting us into that maze made sure we were close enough together to give her a chance to settle the score. Not really fair play, if you ask me, but I got the knife and in time I’m hoping it will tell me more about her.”

“So you’ve had no business with them before? The Crimson Court?” Knight asked.

I shook my head. “What is it to you?”

Knight lifted out a set of bandages and started prepping them for my wounds.

“Oh, it’s nothing to me,” he said, “but I find knowing why people do what they do to be half the battle. Ares, for instance. Why would he hold such a competition? Entertainment alone, surely not. Think of it. He promises power to whoever triumphs here. Why would he give up his own power to a potential rival? It makes no sense.”

“You said it yourself, he’s bored,” I replied.

“It’s more than that,” Knight said, shaking his finger at me. “Look at the other patrons. Half of them are members of his family. It seems almost certain that one of them might triumph. We know from Delphi that Hera and Apollo are already at odds. Yet Hera is here, and Apollo is not. Why? Something is going on among the Olympians and Ares is stoking the flames. Why? And if Hera is here, why would Apollo not compete? She stands to gain power that he will struggle to match. His absence is conspicuous.”

Knight made a good point. I’d been too busy saving my own skin to really give the situation the thought it deserved. When Ares had spoken with me, he’d mentioned that Apollo had been most insistent that I compete. I had just done Apollo a favor. Why would he want me to compete in this mess? What would it serve him for me to wind up here? I felt like a pawn once more, and I didn’t like it at all.

A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts, and before any of us could reply, the chamber doors swung inward.

Knight’s hand went straight for his gun, sliding it out of the back of his suit and along his thigh, hidden from view of the door. Tan reached inside his right sleeve. I knew from experience he hid at least one knife there.

As the door swung inward, it revealed a mature woman in a white toga. Her dark hair had a streak of gray in it and was pulled back in a neat and efficient bun. The wrinkles on her forehead creased as she regarded the three of us warily. 

“The master said you could use a healer,” she said without any preamble at all. “I am Yolanda.” 

She looked from me to Knight, then swept her gaze over to Tan before they settled back on Knight. “You put that thing away, young man. I can stop your heart with a word. Don’t give me any reason to.”

Knight paused like he’d been slapped across the face. He blinked twice, and then put the gun away, slowly.

“I don’t know that I am a young man,” Knight replied, “but flattery will get you everywhere, dear.”

The woman ignored him as she made her way over to us. Her roaming gaze spotted the medical paraphernalia spread over the bed. 

“You can put all that normal nonsense away. You don’t have the luxury of time. Don’t fret though, dearie. I’ll have you feeling your old self again in no time.”

“A healer, you say?” Knight said. “I don’t suppose you could do anything for my bad hip. I took a gunshot wound while dealing with a scurrilous warlord in Uganda. Never quite been the same since.”

Yolanda regarded him with a tired look. “Ares sent me here for the champion. He didn’t say anything about their senile patrons.”

Tan suppressed a laugh as Knight attempted to regroup, but she shooed him out of the way before pushing me back until I was lying flat on the bed. She bent over and started examining the wound in my side.

“Oh, I like you,” Knight replied. “I’m definitely glad I didn’t shoot you now.”

“They’d be burying you before dinner if you did,” she replied, never taking her eyes of me as she examined my wound. “Guest rights apply to me too. Though I’ve been here so long, most of the staff see me as one of them.”

The woman poked and prodded, before lifting me onto my side to check my back.

“Yes, nasty things, ghouls. You’re lucky he didn’t tear you in half,” she muttered.

“He gave it a red hot go,” I replied. “Fortunately, he spent a little too long playing with his food.”

Yolanda nodded as she examined the cracked ribs. “Would have been a bad way to go.”

Given what I’d seen, I doubted there was a good way to go. 

Yolanda made her way up to the puncture wounds on my arm. “Looks like he tried to tear your arm off. What stopped him?”

“The climbing piton that I wedged in his jaws,” I replied matter-of-factly.

“Bold,” she replied as she nodded. “Or stupid. It takes a big set of brass balls to stick your hand in between that many teeth.”

Knight was just about to open his mouth when she lifted a finger and shook it at him. “If the next comment out of your mouth has anything to do with your reproductive organs, I will remove them.”

Knight flushed red, closed his mouth awkwardly, and swallowed.

“Well?” Yolanda asked.

“Never mind,” Knight said, then pointed to me. “As you were.”

Yolanda shot me a wink as she concluded her inspection. “All right, we’ll get those ribs mended, seal up these holes, and do what we can about the muscle damage. I’d say to take it easy for a few days but, well, chances are, the consequences of doing that might get you killed. So exercise whatever caution you misplaced when you signed up for the Trial.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I replied. I hadn’t signed up for the Trial, but I couldn’t see the point rehashing things again.

The woman raised her hands over my stomach and moved them up until they hovered inches above my rib. She whispered something. I could have sworn it was Greek, but I didn’t quite catch it. I did feel the power, however, as her magic gathered and poured out of her hands and into me, suffusing my body in a golden glow. I watched entranced as the ugly purple bruising faded until only healthy flesh remained in its place. A warm sensation filled my chest and drove the pain away. 

The wound where the ghoul’s claws had pierced my side was next. They had already started to clot but the magic sealed it entirely. Seconds later, the tearing pain that had been my companion since the labyrinth faded to a dull throb and the puncture wounds from the ghoul’s teeth in my upper arm healed.

Yolanda closed her hands into a fist and the golden glow ceased. She took a step back to admire her work.

“Not perfect, but considerably better than you were when I started. Do be a good boy and try not to get your head torn off tomorrow. I would hate to see all my effort go to waste.”

I looked down at my wounds, or where they had once been, and felt immeasurably better than I had.

“You have my gratitude, Yolanda. How can I repay you?”

“Thank Ares,” she answered, rising to her feet. “I go where my master asks.”

“I don’t suppose you will be attending the banquet tonight?” Knight asked. “I could really use a plus one and Tan is a terrible dancer.”

Yolanda raised her eyebrow. “You’re incorrigible.”

“One of my finer qualities, I assure you,” Knight replied with a smile.

“I don’t doubt that in the least,” she said as she smoothed her robes, “but I’m afraid I must be going.”

Then as swiftly as she had appeared, she turned and departed. As the door was closing, Knight called after her, “Was that a no to the ball then?”

The door swung shut without a response.

Knight let out a sigh. “Intriguing woman.”

“Why?” I asked. “Because she was going to tear your balls off?”

He nodded. “Among other things. It’s hard to find spirit like that these days. Anyway, where were we?”

“Talking about what is going on between these Greek gods,” I prompted.

“Yes,” Knight said, standing up and straightening his suit. “Something is going on here. More than a dozen different deities have gathered, including the Sidhe monarchs, and all of them seem awfully cagey with each other. I want to know why.”

“What would you know about the Sidhe monarchs?” I asked. “They don’t particularly play nice with mortals.”

“Perhaps, but what I have learned in the last year would surprise you, Seth,” he replied. “The players might be new to me, but I do know power and politics. And while I do not understand the battleground, I can recognize the moves. The whispered conversation, favor trading, and fearmongering. I was in the pavilion during the trial. Business was being conducted there, all conveniently disguised by the spectacle before us. Something is brewing here. We need to find out what it is. Might I suggest that this evening’s ball will be an excellent opportunity?”

I looked down at my tattered slacks. What was left of my shirt was in tatters, having been cut off my body.

“That’s probably true, but I doubt I’ll make the dress code,” I replied. I was already the laughingstock of the champions. I didn’t feel like giving them any more fodder to work with.

“Don’t worry about that, Seth. We have come prepared. Tan will see that you are properly attired and ready for the event of the century,” Knight replied with a flourish of his hand.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

He raised his fedora and held it to his chest. “Like I said. It’s the event of the year and I still need a date.”

I shook my head as he departed. Tan wasted no time in producing a pair of suit bags from the closet.

“I’m a terrible dancer too,” I muttered. “Two left feet. Balls are hardly my thing.”

Ten looked up from the suit bag. “Don’t worry, Cinderella, we’ll have you ready for the ball in no time.” 
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Chapter 9
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The Red Knight and I strode into the ballroom, flanked by our escort, a pair of well-armed Greek soldiers from Ares’ security detail. To Knight’s chagrin, he’d been unsuccessful in convincing Yolanda to accompany him, which was probably for the best. He didn’t need the distraction and I wasn’t wholly convinced he’d survive prolonged exposure to her. 

Tan brought up the rear, never far from his charge, as the three of us paused to survey the room. 

“I’m beginning to feel a little overdressed,” I replied as I pulled at the coat of my three-piece tuxedo.

“Nonsense. That tux is a sartorial masterpiece.” Knight surveyed the room and leaned a little closer. “Though I must concede we do appear to be out of sync with the prevailing fashions of Olympia.”

The ballroom was full of more togas than I had seen in my life. Except perhaps for that one frat party I had attended in my youth which frankly I’d rather forget.

“Let’s split up, Seth. We need to mix and mingle. Talk to as many people as you can,” Knight said.

I was far from the life of any party, preferring to hover in the corner with the one or two people I might know. The idea of talking with any of the divine patrons or their champions had me more than a little on edge. It wasn’t as bad as my trip through Hades’ maze, but it was a close second. I hated mingling with new people.

“Do I have to?” I asked with the enthusiasm of a sixteen-year-old contemplating his chores.

“Why do you think we’re here?” Knight replied. “While winning this little contest would be extraordinary, this shindig is the closest thing we are likely to get to the United Nations of the supernatural world. How many Olympians have you met before today?”

“None,” I replied.

“Me too,” Knight replied, “and I’m a mortal. They aren’t really known for parlaying with us normals. This is our best opportunity to find out what’s going on. I suggest you make the most of it, as I will be.”

He wandered off. Raising a hand, he called out to Hachiman as if they were old friends. I couldn’t help but notice his first port of call was the warrior god. It wasn’t particularly surprising, but it was telling of Knight’s intentions.

I suspected that Edward was right. With everything I’d seen in Delphi, I knew there was something going on. The Olympians were feuding with each other. The established status quo that had been in place for millennia seemed to be fraying.

But that didn’t mean I could trust Knight either. In all things, Edward Knight looked out for himself and his interests first. I couldn’t rely on him to share what he learned. Case in point, he was willing to throw me to the wolves just to get a seat at this table. I was beginning to realize he didn’t particularly care whether I won or lost. Either way, he would make the most of the opportunity.

Well, if I couldn’t rely on him, I’d have to do my own reconnaissance.

Ares’ ballroom doubled as his throne chamber, and his seat of power, an immense golden throne, rested at one end of the chamber. A series of chandeliers, an elegant mix of crystal and gold, provided illumination, though how they were powered was another matter. Magic, I supposed. Somehow, I doubted the Areopagus paid a power bill. Overhead, long gauzy fabric was strung across the roof in a complex pattern resembling a spider’s web. It descended in neat sheets throughout the chamber to block out or at least obscure views. It created the illusion of a series of shelters throughout the ballroom with a large central area that had been left vacant for dancing though I noted none of the attendees seemed particularly keen on making use of the space.

“Nice suit. Whose body did you steal it off, scavenger?”

I turned to my right and found Reoánaighsidhe, the winter champion, standing with the CIA agent and Hera’s champion, Alexa. The priestess chuckled politely, while the agent looked on quietly.

I considered ignoring him but the way I saw this place, it was a prison yard. I couldn’t afford to show any signs of submission or weakness.

“I’m surprised you don’t recognize it,” I replied. “I took it from your closet. I figured you wouldn’t be needing it after tomorrow, but I must say it’s a little tight in the crotch.”

The Reoánaighsidhe’s hand went for his belt where his sword hung, but the priestess of Hera placed her hand on his.

“Easy, Reoánaigh. We’re still bound by guest rights. You wouldn’t violate them for this wastrel, surely?”

The Sidhe warrior relaxed. The Fae could be treacherous, dancing all over the spirit of the law, but the letter of it was unyielding. For him to harm a guest would bring not only Ares’ displeasure but his master’s as well.

“Do not worry, scavenger, I’ll find you on the field tomorrow. Your guest rights won’t protect you there, Biadh!”

I had no idea what that meant but given his rosy disposition and charming nature, I figured it was safe to assume he wasn’t wishing me well. I flashed the Reoánaighsidhe a grin and took my leave but was too busy watching my foe to see where I was going. I ran into Cora.

She tumbled forward a step, her heels not quite giving her the purchase she needed to steady herself. I caught her by the arm.

“My apologies. I wasn’t watching where I was going,” I offered quickly, as I let go of her arm.

The champion of discord stood and smoothed her dress. It was scarlet and hung off one shoulder, hugging her curves in a very enticing way. It was the sort of dress that could make a man walk into traffic without realizing the danger he was in.

Her blonde hair was worn high and fixed with a series of jewel studded accessories that kept it on the crown of her head. She was entrancing and I was engaged, I reminded myself. Delightful and distracting as she might have been, I was a one-woman man. I’d already given Lara enough reasons to kill me and while she had forgiven me, I wasn’t going to tempt fate here.

“Don’t even mention it,” Cora replied as the snickering behind us drew her eye. Doubtless the winter champion was regaling his new friends with commentary on my grace and poise.

Cora looked at me, then at the winter champion and placed a hand on my tux. “Don’t mind them. They’re not worth your time.”

She brushed a piece of lint off the tux as she seemed to consider things and then offered me her arm.

Oh, dear. Warning lights were blaring in my head. She was a fellow champion, and a beautiful one at that. There were a million reasons I should politely excuse myself and yet I couldn’t seem to get any of them to come out of my mouth. 

I looked at her arm for a moment, which she took as tacit approval to thread it through mine and escort me further into the chamber.

Still, it was the closest thing to kindness anyone had shown me since I’d arrived here. Besides I told myself, Cora was the personal champion of the mistress of discord. If anyone knew what was awry among the Olympians, she would. Perhaps she could share some insights. I let her guide me onto the dance floor.

“Do you dance, Caldwell?” she asked as her lips turned upward into a smile.

“Poorly, and call me Seth,” I replied, with a level of charm and charisma that was closer to Dwight Schrute than 007. 

“Show me, Seth,” she replied as she turned to face me and raised her hand.

I took her hand, wrapped my arm around her, and did my best not to embarrass myself with what few dance steps I could remember. The music was a leisurely ballad played on a series of unusual stringed instruments. As I looked closer, I realized the entire band was Sidhe musicians playing from behind one of the veiled shelters near the throne. The harmony was divine, but frankly I was looking for anything other than Cora’s lovely blue eyes to stare into.

“Penny for your thoughts?” she asked.

She expected me to keep time with my feet and speak at the same time? That seemed unlikely. It was the sort of thing that James Bond managed to do effortlessly on screen, but for me it was one too many tasks and I almost stood on her foot as I opened my mouth to inquire about herself.

“Sorry,” I said, before following quickly with, “So, how did you come to know Eris?” 

Cora’s lips parted as her tongue brushed across them. “She found me. My life was a disaster. It started on the streets, where I fell in with some troublemakers and ended up running for my life with everything I could carry. She found me before an enforcer could finish the job. I’ve been with her ever since.”

“What does one do for the mistress of discord?” I asked. “Call me ignorant, but what need do the gods have for us mortals?”

“Plenty,” Cora said with a laugh. “I do things she cannot in the mortal world. In exchange, she has trained me, fed me, and kept me alive.”

I nodded. It sounded like a fair enough arrangement, but I doubted it was that simple. 

“Whose idea was it to enter the tournament?” I asked. “Hers or yours?”

“I go where my mistress wills,” Cora replied, taking her eyes off mine and focusing them somewhere behind me.

“You could die here. Doesn’t that bother you?” I asked, lifting my hand a little higher on her back.

Cora looked at me and cocked her head to the side. “We all could. Most of us will. But like I said, I should have died a long time ago. All the years from then until now have been a gift. So I do whatever my lady wishes.”

“Did your lady ask you to dance with me?” I asked, conscious of the fact that she was just as likely probing me for information as I was her.

Cora laughed. “I do some things of my own accord.”

The thought made me smile. She certainly seemed genuine enough but deep down I knew I had to be wary. Everything was a game here. Perhaps she was telling the truth or perhaps not. There was no way to be certain.

“What does Eris want with Ares’ prize? I thought the two of them were closely aligned. What need has she for the god of war’s blessing?” I asked as we worked our way around the floor.

“What need have you?” Cora countered.

“If you haven’t heard the rumors,” I replied, “I’m not here of my own accord. I was kidnapped and compelled to compete. All that aside, I asked first.”

“Fair enough. My mistress is often maligned by others. History is written by the victors who see her as an inconvenience. Sometimes those in authority need to be challenged. Eris does so and is scorned for it. What need has she for the boon? I don’t know, but who am I to know the will of a god? Perhaps she fears she cannot rely on Ares to help her of his own accord.” 

That was intriguing. Of the Olympians I had met, Ares, Eris, Deimos, and Phobos were thick as thieves. If Eris couldn’t count on her brother’s aid, something was definitely going on.

I was about to ask her if she knew anything about the coming challenge when a hand rested on her bare shoulder.

“Excuse me, dear,” a feminine voice began. “I am cutting in.” 

Each word was filled with a power and authority that was absolute. The voice spoke like one used to being obeyed. Cora didn’t even turn to look; she dropped my hand and darted from the floor, leaving me standing face to face with Hera, Queen of Olympia, mother of the gods.

My heart took up residence in my throat, even as a cold shiver ran down my spine. I tried to find words, but it seemed my mouth had both of my left feet wedged in it.

“Aren’t you going to offer me your hand?” Hera asked, one eyebrow rising expectantly.

There were a lot of things going through my mind at that particular moment. One, the obvious insanity of dealing with a woman whose agents had tried to murder me both at Delphi and from beyond the grave. Two, could one really refuse the Queen of Olympia and not be reduced to a smoking pile of ashes? Three, should I accept and her dear husband, who was far from my biggest fan show up, my extremely tenuous position here at the Areopagus could come to a violent and premature end.

I stammered, unable to construct a coherent sentence to save my life. With my faculties failing me and my common sense long dead, I raised my hand to accept Hera’s.

A thin smile crept across her lips. The mere touch of her skin against mine sent a surge of power washing through me. It was tangible and electric. I could feel the energy coursing through her being. On the surface, Hera was cool, calm, and composed. Inside, she was a raging storm of arcane power the likes of which I had never before felt in my life. 

She was terrifying.

I looked at the Queen of the gods wearing a light pink dress with a plunging neckline and decided that staring into her almond-colored eyes was the best course for survival.

She led me around the floor, and I had little choice but to follow. Man or not, one does not tell the Queen of Olympia how to dance.

“I must apologize,” I managed, finding my tongue at last. “I’m not much of a dancer.”

“On the contrary,” Hera replied, “you’re doing very well.”

It was kind of her to say, but I had my doubts. The fact I hadn’t tripped us both up was a definite plus though. If I could survive to the end of the song, I could politely excuse myself and retire from the floor.

The song ended and a lively tango filled the hall. I went to release her hand, but Hera pulled me even closer. I took a deep breath and felt her pressed against me. I was now confident I was in smiting territory and knew I ought to run like hell. But it was as if my feet were possessed with a mind of their own, deftly managing an impressive tango. They kept pace with Hera in what had to be the single most graceful performance of my life.

And then the penny dropped. On my best day I couldn’t manage a tango. I looked at Hera and her smile only broadened. 

“Don’t feel bad. We all need a little help to get going from time to time.”

I let out a sigh. Whatever enchantment she was affecting, she was doing it effortlessly, granting me a grace I clearly didn’t possess and badly needed to keep pace with her as she roamed the floor. I glanced over her shoulder, searching the room’s inhabitants. For my own well-being, I needed out of this dance before her husband arrived.

“Stop glancing about like a scared kitten,” Hera said. “You have guest rights here. You’re safe, at least until tomorrow.”

“You really think Ares will go toe to toe with his father, your husband, to defend me?” I asked.

Hera laughed. “Even my husband must uphold the law. Us gods are not above them. If anything, we’re bound by them. You’re safe, at least for the evening, or until you break them yourself.”

That was all well and good, but I wanted to live considerably longer than that, so her assurances did little to bring me comfort.

“What do you want with me?” I asked, abandoning all pretense as we moved across the floor.

“I wanted to meet the man responsible for thwarting my agents at Delphi. You have cost me a great deal, Seth.”

“As I told them, I had obligations of my own,” I replied. “It wasn’t personal.”

“Oh?” Hera replied. “And where have they got you now? You need a better patron, Seth.”

I looked into her eyes. She was beautiful, in the way that all deadly creatures are, but as I stared into her eyes I could see her mind at work. Behind the beauty lay a keen intellect, one that was jockeying for position among her equals, while dancing a tango and dragging me along for the ride. What part I played in her machinations, I could scarcely fathom.

“Is that a job offer?” I replied. “I don’t know that I’ll live long enough to accept it.”

Hera looked at me and pursed her lips. It was as if she were weighing something in her mind.

“You are right. Your fate is uncertain. But I’ve always found a little motivation goes a long way. Why be enemies when I can be a powerful ally?”

It was a similar sentiment to Helena’s offer to me at Delphi. At least now I knew it had been made in good faith. It was worth considering but at the same time, I already had too many masters. I had a curse to cure, a trial to survive, and obligations to the brotherhood that I hadn’t even began to puzzle out. Besides, her motives were still unclear, and that had me concerned.

“Why do you even want me?” I asked. “I’m just a wizard, and not a particularly powerful one at that.”

Hera quickened her pace. “Don’t sell yourself short. All the greatest heroes were forged in affliction. Should you triumph, you will be an agent I’d be proud to have in my employ.” 

The music increased in pace again and I could feel a bead of sweat running down my brow as I labored to keep up with her almost frantic motions. I moved as quickly as my enchanted oxfords could carry me, making sure my hands didn’t slip an inch. 

“I can be a powerful ally, Seth,” Hera whispered, almost in my ear. “I can help you find power most men could scarcely dream of. I know of your family’s affliction. Why not accept my help and I will spare your life?”

“You know about the curse?” I asked. Now that I hadn’t expected.

“Is that what you call it?” she asked. “Interesting. More like a parasite, really.” 

She pulled me closer.

“What do you mean by that?” I could feel Hera pressed against me from my thigh to my throat and here I was talking about my curse. Priorities, right?

Hera shrugged. “All a matter of perspective.”

The music continued to build to a crescendo and I found myself unable to speak, my arms glued to Hera as our entwined bodies moved across the floor. The music stopped abruptly, and the mother of Olympus spun, throwing herself back into a dip. I hung on for dear life, my chest inches from hers as she reclined back one stiletto heel on the floor, the other raised high in front of her. 

A smattering of applause echoed through the chamber as I breathed heavily. The clapping died, and I looked up and found Zeus standing ten feet away, his arms folded over his chest. The air around him was electric as his steely gray eyes bored into mine. If it weren’t for whatever enchantment Hera was working, I might have dropped her there and then.

I swallowed and raised Hera to her feet. She placed a perfectly manicured hand on my chest and said, “Think on it, and don’t let the philanderer in chief dissuade you.”

I almost laughed, until I caught Zeus in my peripheral vision and bit my tongue instead.

Hera departed with a knowing smile, leaving me standing alone before her husband.

Many thoughts went through my head. The first was a shrewd appreciation for the precarious position she had left me in. By using me as a pawn to irritate her husband, she had almost compelled me to side with her for protection. If I didn’t accept the offer, I’d be on my own to face whatever fury Zeus could channel in my direction. If I agreed, I would have another master, one who might be able to shed insight on my curse, but would most definitely have expectations on my time, and quite possibly my life.

In that moment, I also wondered just how quickly lightning could travel. Of course, I’d seen it in action many times. I’d even worn Zeus’ girdle in battle. I knew the power the Father of Olympus wielded, and I knew that I would likely not even hear the words that killed me. Zeus raised a hand.

This is it. This is how you die. You accepted a dance and got fed to the God of Thunder.

Not the worst way to go. And granted, I’d have a hell of a story to tell in the underworld, but I’d already been there, and I’d much rather stay alive.

The hall was silent. I half expected my heart to stop as lightning tore through the Areopagus.

Instead, Zeus beckoned and pointed to an unoccupied seat at a table.

I let out a sigh that was equal parts relief and terror. Out of the frying pan and into the fire, or in this case, out of the shelter and into the storm. 
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Chapter 10
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My heart beat its own drumroll as I approached the table. Zeus didn’t move a muscle. He didn’t need to. The simple white toga that he wore easily displayed biceps that resided in different postal codes, and they were the least dangerous thing about him. The Overlord of Olympus watched my every move. Those steely gray eyes seemed to flicker like a thunderstorm.

He sat down and I took the seat opposite him. As if the table between us would be any protection whatsoever.

An awkward silence settled between us. I didn’t know what to say, or what not to say, for that matter. I had just run laps of the dance floor wrapped around his hauntingly beautiful wife in an intimate tango before dipping her right in front of him. It might have been a power move, if any of it had been my own making. Now it just seemed like the world’s most elegant suicide note.

“I’ll have you know, your wife asked me to dance. It wasn’t—“

Zeus held up a finger and I shut up, immediately.

“Do you really think that I called you over here to chastise you for dancing with my wife?” Zeus’ voice was full of power, and it resonated in every word. I felt them as much as heard them.

My heart beat a little faster, threatening to explode as Zeus waited silently for my answer.

“It had crossed my mind,” I replied, opting for the shortest, least incriminating reply I could manage.

Zeus countenance broke and he rolled with laughter. It was a rich belly laugh that almost blew out my eardrums. He slapped the table with his palm and hairline cracks appeared in the white granite surface.

“Seth, I’ve been married to Hera for so long your mortal mind can’t even comprehend it. Together we overthrew my father Cronus and helped lay the foundation of the earth. Do you really think that I do not know her nature by now?”

He was certainly taking this better than I’d expected, which was both reassuring and insulting all at the same time. It wasn’t that I considered myself a fitting love rival for the Lord of Olympus, but at the same time it felt good to at least be considered a threat. The longer I sat before him, the more aware I became of the reality of how ridiculous that was. I guessed I’d always known it, but I just hadn’t comprehended it.

“Just like I know that her little dance with you wasn’t simply to make me jealous, but to give her ample opportunity to speak to you without being overheard. That, Seth, is what I am interested in. What did my dear wife have to say?”

I paused, a little confused. She hadn’t really said anything that I thought might interest him. Not really. She had offered me a job, but she hadn’t said or done anything I thought might have had any impact on her husband. Should I keep it to myself? Hera had left me to fend for myself. Clearly, she was either unconcerned with what her husband might say, or she hoped that he would squish me like a bug, thus effectively removing the thorn I’d been in her side since Delphi.

It was hard to tell what I ought to do. I had no idea what the proper etiquette was for this sort of scenario. I didn’t want to offend Zeus, but I also didn’t want to betray his wife’s confidence or show that I couldn’t be trusted to keep things to myself. It seemed impossible to navigate the tightrope of intrigue between beings who could crush me with a thought. In the normal world, the Caldwell name put me somewhere near the top of the proverbial food chain. Here, I was a novelty. A novelty that wasn’t expected to last the day.

“You really need to calm yourself, Seth. If your heart beats much faster, it might explode.”

I could feel it, but I didn’t really know how to stop it in my current circumstances. “You can hear that?”

“I can feel it,” Zeus replied. “What are you afraid of?”

I’ve never been one to lie so I gave it to him straight.

“Frankly, you,” I answered with a gulp. “Hera’s minions told me how pissed you were about your belt. That was before I came here and danced with your wife. So now I have you inviting me over here for a private little chat. I wasn’t sure whether you were angry about your wife, or your girdle, and frankly there was not much I could do about either of them. I might have overdone things in Panama but that creature was trying to sunder the Veil. If I hadn’t stopped him—“

Zeus raised his hand. “I understand. Why do you think you had it in the first place?”

“What?” I asked, with the eloquence of a three-year-old answering his parents.

“You think it was an accident that you just happened to stumble upon such an artifact in the bowels of the catacombs? Or that you were there in the first place? You dispatched one servant of the Darkness in Rome and another in Panama. Mephistos had far too much power for your mortal frame to handle but again the Darkness was turned aside. You might view these incidents as a coincidence. I know better.”

The Darkness? I had faced both demon creatures, it was true, but how did he know about them? And why was he speaking as if they were connected?

“You had the belt because you were meant to,” Zeus said. “Am I agitated that you left it rotting in the mud? Certainly. Is it unforgivable? It remains to be seen. You have acquitted yourself well. Frankly, you have exceeded my expectations, so relax before you have a heart attack. It would be an inauspicious end after everything you have endured.”

“Then why did you seem like you wanted to tear my head off when you first saw me in the arena?” I asked.

Zeus folded his arms across his broad chest. “Because you have been prepared for more, and in spite of all that has been invested in you, you still choose to squander your potential here like this. Why?”

“I didn’t choose to be here,” I replied, leaning back in my chair. Zeus talked about preparation like I’d been foreordained, but I knew my future death. If by some miracle I made it out of here, the curse still had my number. “I had to trade favors with Edward Knight to find the temple.”

“Yes, and instead of fulfilling your oath at Delphi you chose to throw yourself on his next whim. You chose poorly, Seth,”

I leaned back as if Zeus had slapped me in the face. “You would have had me give Knight the Oracle?”

Zeus nodded. “Of course. Prophecy is a double-edged sword. People suppose she is omniscient, but in reality she only sees some of the strands of fate. Some might be, some are, and some may never come to pass. Whether she was any value to Knight is something you might have determined before leaving yourself at his mercy.”

“I thought I was doing the right thing,” I replied.

“To believe you know enough to determine what that might be, is perhaps the most ignorant thing I’ve heard escape your lips,” Zeus replied, “but hopefully you will live long enough to learn.”

I shook my head. Somehow being chewed out by Zeus was worse than the smiting I had expected.

“What do you want from me?” I asked. “And what do you mean by being prepared?” 

Zeus let out a sigh. “I do you no favors by burdening your mind while two challenges lay ahead of you.”

“Then what can I do for you?” I asked. “As much as I’m enjoying your recounting of every mistake I’ve ever made, I have things to do.”

“Tell me what my wife wanted. Hera knows better than most what I have invested into you, and now she’s meddling. Tell me what she wanted. Now.”

His tone brooked no interference. I could refuse, but I doubted it would end well. It was in my best interest to tell him and perhaps if I gave him something, he might clue me into what was going on with his rogue family members.

“She made me a job offer,” I began. “Told me if I survived, she could help me with my problems, provided I was willing to help her.”

Zeus’ brow creased and his cheeks grew red. My palms started sweating and I worried that I had pushed him over the edge. 

“She should know better than to interfere. The stakes are too high. That is all she wanted?”

I nodded. “Yes, why?”

“Why what?” Zeus asked, placing his hand on the table as if he was about to rise.

“Well, you asked if that was all. Clearly you were expecting something else. What was it?” I asked, hoping for some insight into the intrigue surrounding the Trial.

Zeus smiled. “You’re learning. That’s good. Now away with you. I have other matters to attend to.”

I followed Zeus’s eyes and saw the Queen of Summer approaching the enclosure.

I wanted to stay and I certainly wanted to know more, but it seemed Zeus’s patience was expiring. So, I got up and strolled away from the table while trying to keep my feet from breaking into a run. No part of this evening was going how I expected.

I had expected to be reduced to ashes.  Instead, I’d been thoroughly confused. The one thing I knew with certainty is that Edward Knight was right. Something else was going on here. Hera was recruiting, Zeus was rallying support, and the other Olympians seemed to be scheming. Hell, Zeus had spoken as if I was already fighting for his team. He had practically wished me well and he still had his own champion on the field. It made no sense at all, but it seemed like he wanted me to succeed. Clearly there was more at play than met the eye. If I won, Zeus would not win Ares’ favor. Perhaps he was already counting on his son’s support.

I stole a look over my shoulder to see Titania wave her hand above the seat I’d been occupying. It vanished, and in its place a throne of woven thickets appeared in its place.

I was so distracted that I ran straight into a large barrel-chested man in a white suit and a Stetson. I bounced off him but managed to catch my feet before I toppled over.

“Excuse me,” I muttered, my eyes still fixed on the Fae queen. 

“Well, well, well,” the man drawled in a thick Texan accent. “If it isn’t Seth Caldwell, always showing up where he isn’t wanted.”

I knew that voice. I had heard it before, in Lara’s office. I whirled, expecting to be looking down the barrel of a Glock, but the big man simply had one hand resting over his belt while the other was at his side. He watched me intently.

It had to be the Director. His voice was unmistakable.

What was the director of Section 9 doing at Ares’ trial? Then I remembered the CIA agent who had been participating. Clark Smith. He wasn’t just any old agent. He was a member of Section 9, the CIA’s covert unit which was gathering magical intelligence on the supernatural world. Ares had opened the door for human challengers and the CIA had leapt at the opportunity. A blessing from the god of war? That was just the kind of weapon they were looking for, and I hesitated to think what they might do with it.

A year ago, the world at large had considered magic a thing of fiction and fantasy but now normals were coming face-to-face with the grim reality that the supernatural world was among them, and the CIA was racing to take advantage of this new battlefield. Rubbing shoulders with the Olympians and others, it was the opportunity of a lifetime for them. 

I looked at the Director. I knew he was aiming for regal and imposing, but after sitting four feet from the God of Thunder, he was underwhelming.

“What do you want, Director? If you’re still looking for my head, I am going to have to disappoint you. You thought I had friends in high places before, if you even think about making a move here, you’ll be nothing but a mustache and enough ashes to fill a matchbox.”

The director threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, Seth. You need to let bygones be bygones, boy. Things are changing fast. I thought you were just a bored little rich boy taking what didn’t belong to you. I was wrong. Hell, you did well today. I thought you ought to be congratulated.”

I was wary. He was after all, an operative of the CIA. Flattery has a great way of allowing people to ingratiate themselves into your company and much as I was curious to see what he had to say, I had more important people to speak to. After all, he was one of the few humans in attendance. I doubted he knew any more than I did about what was going on. Section 9 had seen a play and they had made it. They had no knowledge of the politics of Mount Olympus.

“Thanks,” I replied dismissively, as I turned to leave. “Good talking to you.”

“Well, hold on, Seth. I came here looking to talk to you. The least you can do is hear me out.”

He certainly seemed earnest enough, but I knew better than to trust the CIA. 

“You’ll have to forgive me,” I replied, sticking my hands in my pockets. “The last time we talked, you were trying to kill me.”

“Aw hell, that was a lifetime ago,” the director replied. “A great deal has changed since then. Give me five minutes of your time. I’ll make it worth your while.”

I looked around the room. Knight was speaking to Oberon, the Winter King, who looked decidedly disinterested in what he had to say.

“I’ll give you five minutes. What do you want?”

“I want to know what happened in Panama,” the director replied matter-of-factly. “I sent a full team. None of them came back. Now I see you walking around, and I want to know what happened to my team. Did you kill them, or was it someone else?”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re the CIA. How is it that you don’t know what happened? I thought the agency had eyes and ears everywhere. Surely you had some sort of satellite over the area.”

“We did. It went dead shortly after the team inserted. Massive interference prevented us getting a bead on what went down. I lost a lot of good people that day. I want to know what happened to them.”

I studied the director. He certainly seemed sincere enough. He might be fishing for intelligence, but he seemed genuinely concerned about his team. After my past dealings with him, I certainly didn’t plan on giving him anything that could come back to bite me in the ass.

“There were other hostiles in the temple,” I replied. “The Inquisition were there as well as a beast from beyond the Veil, biggest daemon I’ve ever seen. Pretty much brought down the temple on top of them. I barely got out of it alive.”

“And my team?” he asked expectantly.

“I didn’t see what happened to all of them, but most of them died taking it down.”

“What about Lara?”

That, I didn’t know how to answer that. I couldn’t lie, but as far as I knew, Lara had let the agency believe she was dead. If they knew she was still alive, they might try to call her back in. We’d only just got engaged. If I managed to survive this Trial, the last thing I wanted was to watch Lara fly back to the States. We were just starting to sort things out.

“Why do you want to know?” I asked. “You had no idea what was going on and still sent your team into that mess.”

“Don’t presume to know my business, boy.” The director straightened up. “We’re dealing with threats we don’t understand. Just doing our best, every day. Those men were good men, willing to give their lives to save others. Tell me the truth.”

I looked at the director, then at Knight who was still talking to Oberon, and I had a flash of inspiration. I could deal my way out of answering him.

“Nothing is for free. What’s in it for me?” I asked. “I’m the only one who knows what happened in the temple. You give me something or you can keep walking.”

“Horse trading, I see?” the director muttered. “Fair enough. You tell me what happened and I’ll tell you what you’re missing in New York, right now. I’ll bet you don’t have the faintest clue what’s going on at home.”

He had me there. Since getting on a plane in London bound for Greece, I hadn’t even seen a news channel. I had no idea what was going on in the normal world.

“What’s going on in New York?” I asked. The city had seen some hard times lately, and while I hadn’t been born there, it had certainly come to feel like home.

“Vampires,” the director replied. “Started off just a few. Now there are loads of them. Came in from Europe or somewhere. Now they’re terrorizing the city. Half the reason we’re here is to get some extra help with the pest control.”

“You realize your man will likely die here,” I replied. “Look at the Sidhe. What are we meant to do against that?”

The director nodded slowly. “I know that. Hell, he knows that. And he was willing to come here anyway. Now tell me what happened in Panama.”

I took a step closer, so that we couldn’t be overheard. The beings here had a low enough opinion of humanity without knowing the part we had played in bringing a daemon through the Veil. 

“The Inquisition was led by a rogue priest who’d got his hands on a dangerous artifact. He used the power of the temple to bring a creature from the Darkness into our world. It could have killed hundreds if not thousands of people. If it had succeeded in its objective, it might have wiped out humanity. Your men helped us defeat it. Unfortunately, they gave their lives in the process. They died as heroes, saving the rest of you from a fate you never want to meet.”

“How did you survive?” the director asked.

“Magic, and a lot of it,” I replied. “We brought the creature down before it could carry out its plan.”

“We?” the director asked.

That slip of the tongue had almost given me away, but I did my best to cover it up. “Like I said, your team helped.”

He didn’t take the bait. “What about Lara? I know you’re keen on her. There is no way you let that thing take her instead of you. What happened to Agent Stiel?”

The director’s eyes bored into mine. I didn’t want to tell him she was alive, but I was running out of ways to deflect him.

“Well, that would be another question, wouldn’t it?” I replied. “So unless you’ve got another horse worth trading, I think we’re about done here.”

I went to turn away, but the Director grabbed my wrist.

I looked down at his hand and up into is hard brown eyes. “You might want to rethink that. This time you’re not looking at me from behind the firing sequence of an F-22. You’re in my world now.”

The director let go of my arm, like he’d been burned, and I turned to walk away.

“There is something else I could tell you,” he called after me. 

I paused. He sounded desperate, and those who were desperate often lied. 

The director jammed his hands in his pockets. “You seemed awfully interested in those blood witches down in Panama. I don’t know why, but you were desperate enough to steal from me to get their mask. Damn near got yourself killed. You had to want something from them pretty bad. If I had to wager, it has something to do with their magic, and I think I might be able to help.”

I turned around, took two steps back toward him, and shook my head. “That’s a good try. You almost had me going there.”

“I’m not playing,” the Director answered. “I might be able to give you a lead on something else that can help.”

He was good. I had to give him that. Knew just which string to pull. 

“I highly doubt that. For starters, you’re not even a wizard. How would you know the first thing about it?”

“How do you know I’m not a wizard?” he replied, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

I laughed. “If you were, you wouldn’t have to ask that question, you would know. We can feel the arcane power that other practitioners exude. I’d be able to sense you.”

The director smiled. “Fair enough. Let me give you something; call it a goodwill gesture. I’ll tell you what I know, and if you deem it valuable enough, you tell me what happened to my Agent Stiel.”

“Why do you care?” I asked. “You sent her to her death with the rest of them.”

The director jammed his finger into my chest. “You know her better than that, boy. You think there’s any way she wasn’t going to get on that plane? Soon as we found the temple, she was choosing her team. There wasn’t any stopping her, and you know that.”

I couldn’t argue with that. She was the most determined woman I’d ever met. Utterly unstoppable. It was one of the things I loved about her.

“You’ve got a deal. Give it your best shot,” I said. After all, I had nothing on the line. It was up to me whether I gave him anything at all, and I couldn’t see a world in which I would.

“Well,” the Director began, “I know it’s not the same coven of blood witches, but the wizarding community in New York have been up in arms about a book. It was stolen. Turns out, someone got their hands on a dangerous tome from your Arcane Council and it ended up on the streets. Vampires found it and used it to create a hideous type of super soldier. No brains to speak of, but big enough to tear you clean in half.”

The news was bizarre, even interesting, but I couldn’t see the relevance. 

“What has that got to do with me?” I asked.

“I figured it might interest you, because it’s called the Libero Sanguis,“ he replied. “My friends in the police department spoke with the man who sold it. Turns out he read the thing and it was written by some ancient Welsh Druid and is absolutely loaded with blood magic. Now, like I said, not the same cult, but it’s still blood magic. I thought it might be of interest to you.”

I paused. I hadn’t expected that. The Druids of Wales were known for their gifts and had been known to practice blood magic. It was what had seen them persecuted by their neighbors. I had chased the Brujas de Sangre and their temple because in my mind it held the most direct link to my curse, but it was possible that other practitioners might understand the same rituals. The druids would have to be strong contenders in that field, but they were also famous for keeping an oral tradition rather than writing things down. 

I had my doubts, but if it were true, this ancient tome might have something in it that could help me understand the curse that had been placed on me. It was an interesting possibility. One I hadn’t known existed. The Druids were notoriously secretive hence their strict adherence to oral tradition. Druidic rituals and tomes were non-existent and if what the Director was saying was true, it might be the single most valuable repository of their knowledge in the world.

The only other way I could learn their secrets would be by convincing a druid to go against everything they stood for and teach me, and I didn’t like my chances.

“Let’s say that I’m interested,” I said quietly. “Have you got the tome?”

The director held up his hands. “Full disclosure, we haven’t got it.”

“No deal,” I replied. “I’m not interested in rumors and myths.”

“I can tell you where to find it,” the Director countered. “I know who has it now.”

“You tell me that, and I’ll tell you exactly what happened to Agent Stiel.” 

The Director smiled. He’d baited the hook well and I couldn’t let it go. “Very well. The tome is in the possession of one Kasey Chase. I believe you might know her.”

I groaned. I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know her, but I knew of her. Everyone did. She was the witch that got tangled up in the attack on New York. She’d saved the city, but also managed to flush the supernatural world into the spotlight. By all accounts, she was brash, reckless, and if the footage on TV was correct, incredibly dangerous. She had taken out the Shinigami Akihiro who had been a member of the Brotherhood’s inner circle, albeit a rogue one. There were a lot of good reasons to give her a wide berth.

“You’re sure she has it?” I asked.

He nodded. “Positive. We keep a close eye on relics of import. She was seen leaving the scene with it. She didn’t hand it in to the police and the intelligence we have on the Arcane Council says they don’t have it back yet either. Looks like she’s keeping it close to her chest.”

Keeping a close eye? More like Section 9 wanted the book but wasn’t crazy enough to risk fallout with Chase. I couldn’t blame them, I’d watched the footage too. In spite of its current owner, the tome was an interesting lead. It was worth looking into if I could survive long enough to do something about it.

“Fair enough,” I replied. “If you manage to get your hands on it, I’ll make it worth your while. In the meantime, a deal is a deal. Agent Stiel is alive and well.”

The director’s lip trembled. At first, I thought it might be rage, but he never spooled up, and it was gone as soon as it had appeared. 

“She’s alive?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Alive and well, and I expect that she is, even now, in the safety of my family’s estate in London.

The director nodded. He was probably trying to figure out why she hadn’t yet made contact.

“I believe sabbatical is the term she used,” I said with a grin. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to speak with some people.”

I left the director standing there. In his world he was a force to be reckoned with, but here he was a fluffy bunny in a den of tigers, and I didn’t have the time or inclination to babysit him.

I’d taken all of two steps before an uncomfortable sensation settled over the room. It was cool, but not cold, and a sickening pallor settled over the ballroom. Something was profoundly wrong.

The Sidhe playing their instruments stopped, as did the conversation as whispers broke out around the room. Knight lifted his head from his conversation and I followed his gaze to the door, where a tall muscular being stood. He was easily seven feet tall, with porcelain white skin that was smooth like a polished tile and provided a stark contrast to the black robes that hung from his shoulders. I extended my senses toward the being to feel him out and a wave of grief and pain rolled over me like a tsunami. The aura of despair was coming from him. 

Ares stood to face the new arrival, his arms raised as if offering an embrace. 

“Uncle. It’s good of you to join us.”
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Uncle? I recognized the being before me at once. Not from his appearance, but from his aura. I’d experienced the same unpleasant sensation when I had visited his kingdom that same morning.

Hades strode through the chamber, and it surrounded him like a cloud. Whether he was the source of the malevolent influence or simply reeked of it after an eternity spent among the departed, it was impossible to tell. His eyes flickered around the chamber. They were blue but not like sapphires. They burned like bale fire against the white sclera of his eyes.

Seeing Zeus and Hera, he inclined his head but most of the other assembled guests hardly rated a twinkle of recognition in the Lord of the Underworld’s eyes.

The Summer Queen, Titania, regarded him with interest. It reminded me of the look cats get when they meet a new person for the first time. He paid her no heed.

“Ares, my dear nephew. It is not often I get an invitation anywhere these days.”

Ares wrapped his arms around his uncle and gave him a hearty slap on the back. Hades didn’t flinch.

“Nonsense! It’s the least I could do,” Ares replied, “particularly after your gracious hosting of the first challenge. We find ourselves in your debt. It was as entertaining as it was savage.”

“Yes,” Hades mused, extricating himself from the embrace, “and yet you still find yourself asking favors.”

Ares raised his hands apologetically. “Only that I might fulfill my host rights. What is a little favor between family?”

Hades turned to study the room. “Yes, what indeed?”

“So are you able to do what I asked?” Ares asked. “My guests are dying to know who did it.” 

Hades gave his nephew a withering look that could have stripped flesh from the bone. “Naturally.”

Ares clapped his hands together. “Excellent, excellent. Champions gather around, this is going to be a real treat.”

There was an awkward shifting throughout the chamber. I knew why. With the sickening pall of death oozing from the Lord of the Underworld, they didn’t want to be closer to Hades than they had to be. I didn’t blame them; I felt the same. 

Ares glanced around the chamber.

“Now!” His voice was starting to possess some of the anger we’d witnessed in the arena. Patience wasn’t his strong suit.

Slowly, the champions shuffled toward our host, and I fell in behind them. Ares beckoned as they materialized from the veiled chambers throughout the ballroom. All twelve of the remaining champions fell into line forming a semicircle before Ares’ throne. I ended up standing between the CIA agent and the young woman Edna. I had no idea how she’d survived the barbarity of the morning’s challenge, but she was still here. 

Hades stood beside his nephew, his eyes flitting around the circle. I looked up at him. The man was a giant, but unlike his brother Zeus who was thickset and looked like a Greco-Roman wrestler, Hades was lean, but exuded strength, albeit in a less raw, more refined sort of way.

“You do realize the one you seek may have already paid the price?” Hades asked. “I hope you didn’t waste my journey here.”

Ares nodded. “There’s always that chance, but I doubt it. I can almost smell the guilt from here. One of these champions violated my home and murdered another. They have no place here among their fellows.”

A tremor went up among us all as we realized what was happening. This wasn’t a celebration of our success; it was a tribunal presided over by Ares as judge, jury, and executioner. He was hunting for the morning’s killer. I knew it wasn’t me and yet I was still nervous. 

Ares and Hades stood side by side, weighing our every move. It was impossible to remain calm. I clenched my hands into fists to stop them from shaking.

“Very well, I will help you this once, but don’t expect me to make this journey every time one of your guests gets themselves murdered. I have a job to do, and it doesn’t include helping you carry out your host rights,” Hades said, as he pushed up his sleeves.

“Yes, yes,” Ares replied. “The underworld will survive without you for a few moments. Please, Uncle, if you would be so kind.”

Hades let out a sigh and raised his hand, palm down toward the stone floor of the chamber. He closed his fist except for his index finger, and a green wisp appeared before him. He flicked his wrist and the wisp flattened into a disk and lowered itself to the floor. In its surface, I recognized the swirling maelstrom of the pit of souls. As the portal settled against the floor, the Lord of the Underworld took two quick steps toward the edge of the portal, crouched down beside it, and thrust in his hand. 

When he withdrew it, a gasp squeezed its way past my lips. The Lord of the Underworld raised a shade from the rift. He held it by the nape of the neck, and I recognized the Lycan that had been unceremoniously dumped on the arena’s floor.

His body was gone, but his shade bore the same shape as his physical form he’d once had. Just as Helena had when she had tried to kill me.

Now I knew what Ares had planned. He’d had Hades locate the one witness to the murder that had taken place and brought him back to testify against his killer. 

A cold shiver ran down my back. Not because I was guilty. Hell, I knew I hadn’t had the opportunity to do anything. I’d been unconscious, but someone in this room was about to pay the price for violating Ares’ laws.

That was when a disturbing thought settled into my mind. What if the shade chose me? I hadn’t done it, but that wasn’t to say he couldn’t lie. What if none of us had done it and the departed champion just felt like giving one of us a final screw you? What stopped the shade from simply choosing one of us out of spite?

Beside me, the other champions shifted uncomfortably. They didn’t look any more self-assured than I felt. I supposed they were having the same morose thoughts. What would happen if they were named?

“Spirit of Ulfang,” Hades called, “you have the rare privilege not granted to most beings. You will be the instrument of your own justice. My nephew would have you point to your killer. Tell us, who violated their guest rights and took your life?”

The spirit opened its eyes. They were cold and gray, not anywhere near as vibrant and lifelike as Helena had been. After a moment, they came into focus and searched the champions. 

I met his eyes and didn’t waver. He moved on to Tadashii and the Japanese champion stared down the spirit resolutely. It seemed he too had little to fear. I wasn’t surprised. Such a move would have been out of character for the champion of Hachiman.

I wanted to believe I was safe, but I had my doubts. The underworld had done its level best to kick my teeth in this morning and I had an unsettled feeling in my gut that I just couldn’t shake. The spirit raised its hand in a slow sweeping motion from left to right. My heart skipped a beat as the finger hovered over me briefly before continuing. Around the circle it went until it rested on a champion. 

The room erupted as the specter’s ethereal form pointed at Cora, champion of Eris, the mistress of discord.

“You’d have me believe this charade,” Eris shouted as she burst from a shelter at the edge of the ballroom. “You’ve always hated me, Hades, and this proves it. How many souls have I sent to your kingdom? Now you would take one of mine. You can’t have her.”

Ares held up his hand. “Silence!”

I looked at Cora in disbelief. Only moments ago, we’d been dancing through the hall together. She had been the first person to show me a shred of kindness. Was I to believe that underneath it all she was a cold-blooded killer? Had she been simply trying to get me to lower my defenses so she could do the same to me?

I looked at her, but her eyes were wide and full of fear. Either she was the greatest actor I’d ever met, or she was as surprised as the rest of us.

“Tell them, child,” Hades said. “You will soon be in my kingdom. Your mistress can do nothing for you there. Speak the truth in this moment, or forever pay the price of your treachery.”

Cora looked up at Ares and Hades. The pair towered over her. A tear formed at the corner of her eye, rolled down her smooth cheek, and fell from her chin.

“I don’t know what happened,” Cora whispered, but in the silence of the throne room her words were easily overheard. “One moment I was eating, the next I was standing over his body, blood all over my hands. I didn’t do this, I swear.”

“Nonsense,” Ares bellowed. “The creature bore the greatest chance of winning the trial, so you seduced and murdered him.”

“No,” Eris shouted, moving toward her champion. “I would never allow it. This charade is a lie.”

Cora wept but said nothing. 

Something didn’t add up. I didn’t want to believe she was capable of such an act, but more importantly I wondered why she would risk breaking Ares’ laws. She was no stranger to the Areopagus. Why would she risk her life to eliminate a single competitor? It only barely increased her chances of winning and massively increased her chances of being caught. It made no sense.

Hades released the Lycan’s shade and cast him back through the portal. With a flick of his wrist, the portal vanished from sight, and the Lord of the Underworld looked at his nephew for a response.

Ares stood before his throne shaking with rage. His cheeks burned scarlet as he stared at Cora.

“Ares, no,” Eris called from the floor.

The mistress of discord pleaded with her brother as Ares descended from his throne. He covered the two steps it took to reach Cora so swiftly I had barely registered the motion. Before I could move a muscle, Ares’ short sword cleared its scabbard and he brought it up through the errant champion.

The force of the blow sent her broken body flying back onto the dance floor, landing at Eris’ feet.

My jaw dropped open, and I couldn’t move. My feet were rooted to the floor.

On either side of where Cora had stood, Alexa and Alexandros, champions of Zeus and Hera, stood unmoving. I could almost measure the pulse in their neck visibly. Though their exterior might have been cold and stony, the pair of them had just watched their compatriot die in the blink of an eye. 

Ares raised his blood-soaked sword and pointed it at Eris. “Be gone, or you will share her fate.”

Eris looked down upon the broken body of her champion, blood pooling beneath her on the dance floor, and let out a shriek of pure rage. It was guttural, primal, and savage, but Ares didn’t even flinch. 

He simply pointed his stained weapon at the door and said, “Now!”

Eris stormed from the chamber as a contingent of staff strode in and threw a white sheet over the fallen champion. The staff busied themselves cleaning the mess their master had made as Ares surveyed his guests. The message was clear: anyone who broke his laws would perish at his hand.

Ares passed his sword to a servant who returned a moment later with a new weapon. 

Ares took it, slid it into the scabbard, and turned to face the crowd. “I apologize for the unpleasantness, but I assured you all of your safety while you’re in my home and I will not be mocked. Any other who lifts a hand to one of my guests, patron or champion alike, outside of the field of the challenge will meet their death. Deceit and treachery won’t help you here. Now, let us return to the festivities. Music, please!”  

He clapped his hands and the sidhe musicians struck up a lively tune.

The door Eris had left through burst open, and a series of staff strode in bearing platters laden with food. The champions drifted apart in disbelief, and I stood and watched as the servants lifted Cora and carried her out of the chamber. Her master had used and discarded her like chattel. She was only here because she had been told to be, and now she was dead.

I considered my conversation with Zeus and Hera. Both of them had wanted me to act as their agent but I had just seen the proof of how the Olympians rewarded the mortals who acted on their behalf. No one had intervened to save the poor champion of Eris. While she had violated Ares law, it was far from a fair trial. She had seemed completely out of it, and she had paid the ultimate price for her mistress’s agenda.

Running my hands through my hair, I retreated to the corner of the room. The suddenness of it all was a little too much for me.

I had no true friends here, no support, no one to speak for me. Knight was happy to work with me as long as I served his purposes, but he didn’t care for me any more than Eris had for Cora. The other champions would kill me given the chance, and their patrons all had an agenda of their own. The inhumanity made me sick, but it was nothing compared to the loneliness I felt at that moment. 

As I walked across the room, something clapped me on the back. I turned as the Section 9 agent, Clark Smith, put his arm around my shoulders. 

“There, there, she was a pretty one, I’ll give you that, but devious just like the rest of them. Just think, you could have been next.”

“Leave me alone,” I replied, brushing his arm away.

“You were fond of her then,” Clark said with a snicker. “I’d heard you and agent Stiel were a thing, but I guess when you’re a billionaire, your attention span gets pretty short, huh?”

“Don’t pretend you know me. There is a difference between having empathy for another human being and wanting to get in their pants. It might be alien to you, but I can mourn the departed without betraying Lara’s trust. It’s called being human.”

“Lara, is it? You two must be very close. I don’t blame you. We had a lot of fun together at the Farm. Those memories will last me a lifetime.”

He was baiting me, and whether it was true or not, it didn’t matter. I might have wanted to wipe that smirk off his face, but if I so much as laid a hand on him in front of Ares, I’d be the next to fall. Clark was just trying to get my goat and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. 

I made a shooing motion with one hand, turned my back on him, and walked away.

“You’re a coward. Always running,” he called after me. 

I looked back over my shoulder and raised a hand. I conjured a ball of flames above it, watching as the swirling inferno reflected in Clark’s eyes before I clenched my fist, extinguishing the blaze.

“Not a coward,” I called back. “I just know better than to play with my food.”

He might have been an agent of the CIA, but I was a wizard. And in the scissors, paper, rock of the new world, magic beats asshole every time. Fear crept across his face, and I left him standing there in the middle of the floor. 

I made my way through the room, brushing aside the thin veiled walls separating its many chambers. I wanted to find somewhere quiet. I needed to get my head right. I was all over the place. I had Clark trying to push my buttons, while the real threat, champions like the Reoánaighsidhe, were hunting for me. To add to the confusion, the Olympians seemed to be vying for my allegiance should I survive, and the fresh death of Cora weighed heavily on me. 

I didn’t know why it was affecting me so much. I’d hardly known the woman but seeing her die like that only feet from me and being utterly helpless to do anything about it brought back a familiar pain. Perhaps it was because we had something in common. She had traded her allegiance to Eris for a prolonged life, probably before she realized what that life would entail. I’d come into life with a world of obligations that were not of my making and yet I had to live with them. 

I just wanted to be free. Free to be with Lara and watch the light dance in her eyes as she studied an old relic. There was a wonder there that I just found adorable. She loved what I loved, and I loved her. How that love had ended with me being here was still something I was struggling to come to grips with.

I knew how I had gotten here, but if I’d really known the price I would pay for Knight’s favor, would I have chosen differently? Hell, Zeus would have given him the Oracle to get out of this. What did that say about my chances? There were a dozen powerful deities in this very room and all of them had the power to cure my curse. Hera had hinted as much. Maybe I’d simply been looking in the wrong place, but then again, I wouldn’t have had this opportunity if I hadn’t been. Likely as I was to be murdered horribly, if I did survive, I had the potential to gain some powerful friends and I’d be closer to curing my curse than I ever had been.

I’d learned things in the temple of the Brujas de Sangre, from the Diviner, and from the Oracle herself. I was making real progress, provided I could survive long enough to put things together.

I considered leaving the ballroom and making my way back to my chamber. A good night’s rest would probably set me in good stead for the trial tomorrow. But somehow, I doubted I would be able to sleep.

A hand brushed aside the gauzy silk veil separating me from the dance floor and I drew my power around me. It never hurt to be prepared. I looked up to find the Valkyrie lingering at the curtain. 

“Easy, Seth,” she said in a voice that was deeper than I had expected. “I mean you no harm and would be a fool to try anything given what we just witnessed.”

I unclenched my fists and let my power dissipate. She was right; only a fool would try anything here, but unlike most of the guests who had shed their battle attire for the ball, the Valkyrie still stood in her Norse battle leathers. She’d left her spear behind, but she carried a small hand axe on her belt. Beside her, I felt almost naked in my tux. Sartorial masterpiece that it might be, it would do precious little if the Valkyrie decided she wanted a piece of me after all.

“What do you want?” I asked.

She sat down at the table. “Want? Nothing, actually. I saw you and thought you could use some company. So could I.” 

She raised a hand and a server hastened over with a tray laden with wine goblets. She lifted one, took a long gulp, and set it on the table before taking another and setting it down.

“Not exactly my beverage of choice,” she whispered, “but there is no accounting for taste. Greeks and their wines.” 

Lifting the goblet to her lips she drained it too, before slamming the bronze goblet on the table.

“Wine though it may be, it’s not half bad,” she conceded. “Grab a seat. Surely your feet could use the rest.”

It was hard to argue. I was still tired from the morning’s excitement. I dropped heavily into the seat opposite her and reached for the second goblet, but she slapped my hand away. 

“That’s mine too.”

I looked at her and couldn’t quite tell if she was kidding or not. I thought it best to play it safe, so I beckoned to the server. The Valkyrie burst out laughing. 

“I’m only teasing. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll need a few more but you could clearly use the drink,” she said as she slid the drink across the table to me.

Lifting it to my lips I had to agree. It really was excellent wine, smooth and well-aged. In the halls of Ares, who knew how old this vintage might be. The nectar of the gods, indeed.

I looked at my companion. “You would drink with me tonight, Valkyrie, and kill me tomorrow?”

She set her goblet down and met my gaze. “Call me Estrid, and yes, if that was why I was here.”

“What do you mean? That’s why we’re all here. Everyone enters, only one leaves, everybody else dies,” I replied. “Did you miss the memo?”

Estrid beckoned for another refill and as the server began to pour, she looked at me and shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps not everyone here is playing Ares’ little game. Can’t you see the conversations and whispered voices all around you? Ares might have invited them here, but they brought themselves, and for many purposes. Alliances are being made, renewed, and re-forged. Others are being forsaken. Look at Eris. In times gone by, she rode into battle at Ares’ side. What would possess her to turn against him like this? He will not soon forgive this betrayal.”

I sat my empty goblet on the table and the server seized the opportunity to refill it. “It’s hard to say, and you would know far better than I. Before I woke up this morning, I had never met a god. Now, they are everywhere. My perception of how things are is evolving rapidly. To top it off, here I am drinking with a Valkyrie. I don’t like being ignorant, but you ask questions I have no answers to.”

She nodded, “Perhaps not yet, but for a child, you’ve done very well. You navigated the maze, faced many champions, and prevailed. Not a simple feat. I give you a better chance than most.”

What was she telling me? That I’d survive the trial? I wanted to believe her. The Valkyrie were choosers of the slain, after all. Did she know when I would die? Was she messing with me? It was hard to say. Perhaps she was trying to lull me into a false sense of security.

Estrid laughed out loud. “Relax, Seth, I can almost see the wheels turning in there. You are boxing with shadows. It must be difficult living with that much doubt and fear.”

I let out a sigh. “Occupational hazard I’m afraid, Estrid. A healthy sense of skepticism has kept me alive.”

“And I would keep it if I were you. It might save your life tomorrow,” she replied, her fingers beating a slow rhythm on the table.

“If you’re not here for the trial, what are you here for?” I asked, playing her game.

She looked around the room, her eyes flitting between the shapes that lay beyond the gauzy curtain.

“You’re a smart lad,” Estrid replied. “You tell me.”

The trial was a gathering of great champions. If the Valkyrie wasn’t intent on winning it, perhaps she was here at Odin’s direction. It made sense. Odin hadn’t bothered to attend, so clearly he wasn’t interested in the outcome, or at least not the prize. Perhaps she was here to do a job. Perhaps she’d been sent to choose the slain spirits that would return to his hall.

“You’re here for a champion,” I replied, looking her in the eye.

She smiled. “Very good. You’re learning quickly.”

“But how does that work? Surely if someone dies here in the realm of the Olympians, they go to the underworld and Hades’ domain, do they not?”

She nodded and raised the goblet to her lips, taking another sip. “Or they would, if they didn’t have a guide to take them elsewhere.”

“You’re stealing a soul from Hades? Bold.”

She shrugged. “Souls get waylaid all the time. The underworld is a big place, and he is a bored steward. I doubt he’ll even notice. But that same warrior can make all the difference when the time comes.”

I drained the rest of my goblet in a gulp. The Valkyrie were recruiting for something, and they were willing to brave Ares’ trial to do it. Who was she here for? Was it me? Or was it someone else? What would it be like to fight in the legendary ranks of the Einherjar? It was a strange thought.

A server appeared with a tray laden with food. He brought it over and offered it to us. 

Estrid slapped the table, “Set it down, boy. We have much feasting to do.”

The server acquiesced and placed the platter on the table between us.

Estrid looked at me and gestured at the platter. “Eat, Seth. Enjoy; this will be our last night together.”
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When morning came, it found me standing once more on the sands of the arena. My fellow champions stood all around me showing vastly different levels of remorse for an evening spent feasting and drinking. 

There were eleven of us now. Barely over half of those who had stood here the previous morning remained. 

Ares’ feast had run into the early hours of the morning, and in spite of my best intentions, I had spent much of it drinking with Estrid. I had expected the Valkyrie to be somber and foreboding, but she had proved to be excellent company. We’d spent the night laughing, drinking, and telling stories from our past until we’d practically had to be carried from the hall.

I looked over at her, and found her face was now set in stone, her armor gleaming in the morning sun as she stood facing the pavilion. Her head was held high, not a trace of a hangover in sight. 

I, on the other hand, had my regrets, at least as far as the throbbing headache that was forming in the back of my skull went. Using mental exercises that were becoming regrettably familiar, I tried to shut out the pain. It didn’t fade entirely but I managed to suppress it to a dull thud.

Looking up at the pavilion, I found it markedly different from yesterday. The thrones had been reordered, and with some of the patrons missing, Edward Knight had appropriated one for himself. Seated on the God of Mischief’s vacant throne seemed a fitting place for the rogue criminal. 

In amongst his other dealings, he had also managed to replenish my supplies and I stood armed and ready to face whatever Ares saw fit to throw at us. I’d opted for similar kit to yesterday though I planned to be a little more disciplined with my trigger finger. 

Beside me stood Tadashii. He appeared fresh and well rested in his black steel armor; for a man with a terminal diagnosis, he seemed spritely. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen him after Cora’s execution. He must have yielded to his better instincts instead of ignoring them as I had. 

“You were up late last night, friend,” Tadashii said.

“Yesterday did not go as I expected,” I replied. “My body was tired, but the rest of me was wound too tight and needed to breathe. Last night gave me a welcome chance to do just that.”

“Let us hope the liquor fades quickly then,” he said. “In the meantime, don’t wave that thing at me. Your accuracy has become the talk of the barracks.” 

He pointed at the barrel of my P90 which was hovering toward his feet. I couldn’t see his face behind the mempo he was wearing, but I was confident he was smiling.

“Sorry,” I replied, moving the barrel a few inches until it was pointing at the ground between my feet. “Any idea what we’re in for today?”

Tadashii turned toward me and lowered his voice to a whisper. “My master wouldn’t give me any specifics, but he said I ought to keep my feet on solid ground. Whatever that means.”

“Well,” I muttered, “yesterday we were sent to the underworld. It doesn’t get much worse than that, right?”

“I am not so sure,” Tadashii replied. “We were able to avoid each other yesterday. Let us hope we can do so again today.” 

He had a point. His armor had a mind of its own. If I ran into him during the challenge, it would try to cut me down, and his friendship with me wouldn’t be able to stop it.

“Sounds like a plan,” I replied. “Knight seems to think the Trial will last three days. So I think it is safe to say that more than one of us are making it out of the challenge today. If I can, I will watch your back. Can I rely on you to do the same?”

“I will do what I can,” he replied, his voice wavering as he spoke. There was a sadness there that had not been there yesterday morning. He’d not been the same since returning from the challenge in the underworld.

Remembering the Valkyrie’s comment about it being the last night we would spend together, I turned to him. “Tadashi, can I ask you a favor?”

“What is it?” he asked, one hand resting easily on the pommel of his katana.

“If I don’t make it out of this, and you do, could you tell my father what happened to me? My fiancé will be with him. I want them to know.” I looked down at my feet as I spoke. I hated the thought of dying here, with them having no idea what had happened to me.

“How will I find them?” he asked. “Should I make it through the trial, I am still dying. I will have little time left to look for them.”

I almost laughed. “His name is Frank Caldwell, and our family home is at Weybridge Manor. Just call and tell them you have news about me. Someone will put you through.”

“Very well,” Tadashii said, as he reached for a small leather pouch on his belt. “Should I fall in battle, I would have you tell my daughter the same.”

“If I survive, I will, gladly. Where will I find her?” I didn’t fancy my chances of outlasting the samurai avatar of a god of war, but it only felt right to return the favor.

The samurai reached inside the pouch and pulled out a small photograph. It was creased and looked like it had spent a lifetime in his wallet. The photo bore the smiling face of a Japanese girl standing in front of a cherry blossom tree in spring. Tadashii smiled as he handed the photo to me. He kept his grip on it for a moment before reluctantly releasing it. 

“Turn it over. Her address is on the back.”

I did and found a series of Japanese characters I couldn’t read. “I’ll need some help with those, but I’ll take care of it. You have my word.”

I tucked the photo inside a sealed pouch on my vest. In doing so, I couldn’t help but feel we’d resigned ourselves to our fate. 

I closed the pouch and said, “I’ll give it back tonight, when we both make it through this thing.”

“Thank you,” Tadashii answered, but I could tell that he didn’t believe it any more than I did. “Best of luck on the field, my friend.”

“And to you.” I swallowed to clear the lump in my throat.

Ares rose from his throne and strode to the front of the pavilion overlooking the arena. He leaned on the parapet, his roaming eyes taking in everything before him.

“Champions, I bid you welcome to the second day of our Grand Trial. Almost half of those who entered have fallen, but the strongest remain. Today’s trial will prove an even greater test of your abilities than that which you passed through yesterday.”

That’s hardly promising. 

What could be harder than passing through the underworld?

“Look to your left,” Ares called, and the champions obeyed. “Now to your right. For every three of you, only one of you will return. There are four places in the Final Challenge. The rest of you will die or be stranded on the field of battle, so do not dawdle.”

Four combatants would cut the field down to a third of its current size. Seven of us would not be returning to the Areopagus.

“Yesterday, you walked through the Underworld, hosted by Hades himself. Today, you journey into the realm of Poseidon, master of the seas and everything in them. He has prepared a battlefield before the gates of Atlantis itself. It shall be a grand spectacle but try not to lose yourself in its beauty because the first four of you to climb the peak at the center of the challenge will find your way back here. The remainder of you shall perish there. Poseidon assures me no more than four of you will make the peak. Personally, I find that difficult to believe, but he was willing to wager that the final count will be less than four. Prove me wrong, champions. We will be watching closely. Good luck!” 

Ares swept his hand across the arena, but this time I was ready. The sand beneath our feet disappeared and I expected to find myself flailing through the void, but in the blink of an eye, the Areopagus vanished and I found myself standing on a slab of stone in the middle of the ocean. Rain poured from the heavens in great sheets, cutting down on my visibility. The sky overhead was choked with thick black storm clouds and wind howled across the surface of the sea. The wind cut straight through me, stinging my ears and exposed flesh as I tried to get my bearings. I was unsteady on my feet, as my body adjusted to the abrupt manner of my transportation here.

Finding my feet, I turned slowly to survey the vast expanse of the arena for the second challenge. The field itself seemed to consist of rocky outcroppings and causeways jutting out from the surface of the sea. The heights varied across the field. In some places, the waves lapped clear over the stony pathways. 

In the center of the arena, a craggy peak of volcanic rock rose from the ocean, towering over the field around it. That had to be the peak Ares had spoken of. I would have to climb it to get out of this storm smitten nightmare. 

The arena seemed to stretch all the way around the peak, and I supposed that the champions had been scattered around the outer edge of the field. This time, we would be fighting our way to the center and trying to scale the peak while meeting our fellow champions there.

I had thought it would be difficult to top the underworld, but the arena for the second challenge was as simple as it was treacherous, and I didn’t even want to consider what might be waiting for us beneath the surface of the waves.

As I turned, I found open ocean behind me that stretched for about a hundred yards before a series of towering jade columns rose out of the ocean. In spite of the cloud strewn sky, they shone with an inner light. An entire majestic skyline rose from the stormy seas.

Atlantis. Once thought to have been lost beneath the waves, it seemed Poseidon had taken it for himself. Clearly the Master of the Seas had decided to watch the spectacle from the best seats in the house. 

Tearing my eyes away from the ancient city, I focused on the arena before me. It was immense, but it was also relatively open. The closer I moved to the center, the easier it would be for nearby champions to attack me from behind, and I would have little cover but the natural contour of the outcroppings to shield me. 

The torrential downpour was unceasing and was serving to drown out my senses, but a flicker of movement to my right caught my attention. Dropping to my knees to present a smaller profile, I saw the sapphire armored figure of the Reoánaighsidhe as he raced along the stone. The Sidhe moved gracefully between the rocky outcroppings with an agility I couldn’t hope to match.

I cursed my luck. Once more, I had been placed in the path of someone who would more than happily remove my head from my shoulders. I was starting to notice a pattern here. It was as if Ares himself was trying to ensure I would not win the Trial. That didn’t bode well for my long-term future. 

After last night, I understood there was no love lost between the Sidhe and I, so after watching his course through the maze, I headed south-east. If the champions were equidistant from each other, there would be another foe waiting in that direction, but I would rather take my chances against the remaining champions than the Reoánaighsidhe. 

The Sidhe were lithe and deadly, and possessed arcane gifts that likely matched my own, if not exceeded them. I didn’t want to meet him in combat, unless I had no other choice. Getting to the summit without facing him greatly amplified my chances of survival.

I approached the edge of my island and found a three-foot drop to the next outcropping of stone with several feet of water separating the two platforms. I expected to see shallows around the stone, but the ocean seemed to plunge straight down into the darkness. The little light that was present was only able to make it a few feet into the water. There was no way of knowing just how far the deeps went, but here in the realm of Poseidon, I hazarded that I didn’t want to take my chances. 

So I took two steps back, testing the grip of my boots against the rain-slicked stone, and then launched myself forward. I took a running leap and hurled myself at the next platform. I landed, my boots sliding an inch before finding their grip. I managed to catch myself before I shot off the edge of stone. The platform was a long causeway of stone barely a foot wide that ran south-east past the summit, but more importantly, away from the Reoánaighsidhe.

I ran along the causeway, glancing around and looking for any sign of other champions. Like the underworld, this was also a race. The first four out would survive but with ten other foes and a dangerously open field of vision, there was as much danger from my competitors as there was from whatever Poseidon had in store for us.

On my side I had the P90, some flashbangs, and another block of C4. After it had saved my bacon yesterday, I had opted for some more today just in case. It was a shame I had neglected the scuba tank, but my gut told me I didn’t want to be in the water unless I had to be, and if I was, lack of air would probably not be my biggest threat. I also had my magic but here on the rain-slicked battlefield, I figured discretion and situational awareness were likely my best assets. Letting loose with a barrage of magic would only serve to telegraph my position to other champions.

I came to the edge of the causeway and without skipping a beat, I threw myself forward onto the next piece of slab and continued my journey.

As I made my way through the steppingstone style course, a piercing melody seemed to overtake the sound of the storm itself. As the music grew, I could make out voices in the distance. The notes were hauntingly beautiful as the alien song seemed to rise from the depths of the sea itself.

The music pulled me onward, beckoning me to find it. As I reached the next slab, I stopped and surveyed the arena, searching for the origin of the music. In the distance, a churning funnel of water sank beneath the surface of the ocean. It was as if somewhere beneath the surface, a giant had pulled the plug on the ocean. The swirling vortex sucked downward, disappearing beneath the waves. 

All around the whirlpool, women reclined on rocky outcroppings. Their voices lifted in song as they writhed naked on the stone. Could they not see the peril beside them? Something inside me longed to go to them. To pull them to safety and rescue them from the sea. Before my eyes, one of the women tumbled off the rock she’d been resting on and was dragged down into the depths.

“No,” I shouted, as the woman went under. 

The other women sang on, oblivious to the imminent danger.

I leapt off the rock and onto the next causeway of stone, racing toward the women, my mind consumed with their song that was growing louder and louder, until the alien words seemed almost intelligible to me. They were calling to me, beckoning me closer. I could hear it now. I could feel the pull.

So intent was I on their heavenly song, I didn’t notice the change in level of the stone beneath my feet. My left foot caught some loose stones and I slipped, my ribs slamming into the stone platform, right where the ghoul had used me as a punching bag earlier. I cried out in pain as my momentum carried me over the edge of the outcropping and into the sea.

I plunged into the icy cold ocean. The music ceased and there was silence. I could feel the vibration in the water, and the pull as I was slowly dragged toward the whirlpool. All around me, I searched for the surface but everything was black. I wasn’t sure whether I was rising to the surface or sinking into the depths of the sea.

I opened my hand and muttered a word of power. It was little more than a stream of bubbles, but I willed a small werelight into existence. The blue orb hovered before me, growing brighter and brighter as it cast its light out into the blackened waters. All around me, there were shafts of stone and rocky outcroppings, but through the gaps, in the distance I watched another woman plunge into the mouth of the whirlpool.

No sooner had her body hit the water, than her soft pink skin vanished, replaced with blue scales. They weren’t humans at all. They were nymphs. More particularly sirens, and their song had been luring me to my death. I felt foolish, but it had started out so subtle that by the time I was being dragged along by it, I was no longer thinking for myself. 

My ribs hurt like hell, but I thanked my lucky stars that I’d lost my footing. I couldn’t hear anything down here.

I started fighting against the current, swimming as best I could toward the closest outcropping. The P90 was nowhere to be seen, likely already on its way to the bottom of the ocean. 

As I kicked back toward a pillar of rock, I glanced over my shoulder and thought I caught a hint of motion behind me.

Just a flicker and then it was gone. I looked about but couldn’t see anything. Perhaps it was just my paranoia chewing on my nerves.

Erring on the side of caution, I willed another pair of werelights into being and pushed them out around me, forming a perimeter of dancing blue lights beneath the waves. 

As the light grew brighter, it illuminated the rocky pillars supporting the paths overhead. 

It also caught the form of a creature lurking between two jutting pillars less than twenty feet behind me. Green and blue scales formed a sleek fin and ran all the way up the creature’s body until it met a fleshy pink torso covered in green armor that had been fashioned to look like the scales of the fish. In his hands was a steel trident, its wicked three-pointed head lowered right at me.

With a violent thrash of its tail, the merman launched himself at me.
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The merman cut through the water with a speed and grace I couldn’t hope to match. The points of his trident gleamed in the light cast by my spells.

I kicked clumsily toward the surface, but he was already too close. The steel tip of the trident slammed into my chest.

Air burst from my lungs, but the wicked points of the trident hadn’t managed to pierce my Kevlar vest. Fortunately, the merman had been going for my heart. It was perhaps the only time I might ever be saved by someone trying to kill me.

I was driven back until my head slammed into the rocky outcropping that I had been hoping to climb. Pinned against the stone, only feet from the surface, I struggled for air.

The merman looked at me, his brow creasing as I fought against him. Clearly, he’d expected less of a fight and hadn’t counted on the vest. I grabbed the tip of the trident and held it firm. The last thing I wanted him to do was to pull it out and try again. I was no match for his agility in the water and was quickly running out of breath. 

My boots slid against the stone as I tried to propel myself upward toward the surface but with no success. The creature yanked on the trident, but I tightened my grip. As I fought, a trickle of bubbles seeped out of my mouth, rising past my face on their way to the surface.

The creature let go of the trident and reached for a small knife on his belt. Its pink handle looked almost like a piece of coral that had been fastened to a blade. As the merman let go of the trident, I grabbed it with both hands and yanked it upward. The steel haft of the weapon connected with the merman’s chin, snapping his head backward.

With my foe reeling, I kicked for the surface. If I could get out of the water, I stood a fighting chance. Beneath the surface of the waves, I was battling oxygen deprivation, as well as the merman. My head broke through the waves, and I sucked in a deep breath of pure freedom. The oxygen felt like heaven on my tortured lungs.

The merman couldn’t be far behind me. Reluctantly, I dived back beneath the surface, so that I could see him coming. It was no use trying to climb the stony pillar, only to have the merman fillet me like a Barramundi.

Sure enough, the merman was making a beeline straight for me, a wicked bruise forming on his cheek and the coral blade raised.

I could feel the fatigue building in my legs as they struggled to keep me from sinking like a rock. I wasn’t particularly buoyant in the combat rigging and tactical load-out, something I’d have to consider next time I made improvements to it. In the meantime, I needed options.

Using my magic underwater wasn’t something I’d had a lot of practice with. I’d never really had the need. Not to mention how ridiculous I would have felt casting spells in my swimming pool. But practiced or not, I was running out of choices. The merman had every advantage beneath the waves, and I needed to level the score. 

My favorite spells were out. Elemental efforts would fail abysmally beneath the water. Lightning would just as likely kill us both, or dissipate uselessly in the water between us. Fire would whiff out of existence as fast as I could conjure it, and any earth based magics had little focus to work with. Water was a natural deterrent to kinetic attacks which left me with transmutation. It was a potentially potent option but for that I had to get close to the knife wielding being that was trying to kill me.

Excellent.

As he closed in on me, I studied the merman. His eyes squinted as he surged through the water toward me. He seemed to be having trouble seeing me, which gave me an idea. 

I held out my palm and whispered a spell. “Luz Cegadora!”

A plume of bubbles burst from my mouth, and I closed my eyes as golden light flared from my outstretched hands. In the twilight darkness of the water, it was absolutely blinding, particularly for the merman who took it in the face without warning. I kicked hard in an effort to propel myself to the right.

I waited as long as I dared before opening my eyes. The brilliant glare was fading, and I had made it out of the path of his berserk charge.

The merman sailed past me. His knife struck the stone behind me, before he too slammed into the rocky outcropping. 

I tore the knife out of his hands. Disorientated as he was, it wasn’t difficult. With my other hand, I grabbed a fistful of his dark hair and wrapped myself around him. He panicked and dove deeper into the water. I hadn’t counted on that reaction. I held on for dear life as his tail propelled us through the ocean depths. He didn’t need to kill me; the water pressure and lack of oxygen would do it for him.

Down he plunged into the darkness, and I clung on for dear life, my werelights following us down into the abyss. Pulling myself closer to him, I raised the coral knife to his throat.

I couldn’t speak to him beneath the waves, but as the blade found the soft flesh of his throat, his tail abruptly stopped thrashing. We slowed to a halt in the water. I could feel the pressure building. My nose and ears in particular were protesting vehemently.

I could have killed the merman in a heartbeat. Another ounce or two of pressure would have been all that it took to end his life. But I didn’t want to. Hell, he probably didn’t want to kill me either. Likely he’d woken up this morning with other plans and then had been waylaid by Poseidon to help entertain his nephew and some bigwigs in the supernatural world. He wasn’t one of my competitors. He was as much a victim of this trial as I was. For all I knew, he had a family somewhere, one that hoped he was coming home. And he was about to die for his master’s agenda.

In a sense, he was like Cora, about to die for a master who would soon forget his existence. He looked young and untested. Likely I was the first human he had ever encountered. He certainly hadn’t dueled any wizards, or he might have been more cautious in his approach. Who was I to end his life? Enough was enough.

And so I took a chance.

I let go of his hair, reached in front of him, and pointed up toward the surface. His head moved to track my finger. He gave a small nod, and I wrapped my arm around him. With powerful strokes of his tailfin, he reversed our course and sent us surging back toward the surface. My lungs ached during the ascent but there was nothing to do but hang on tight and wait it out.

We broke through the surface, and I gasped as I took a long deep breath. 

I had just ridden a merman. There was a sentence I was never going to say out loud to another soul. 

Together, the merman and I bobbed on the surface of the water. He was doing most of the work but in fairness it didn’t seem like much of an exertion for him. My clumsy kicks seemed to be doing more to get in the way than actually helping. I looked around for the easiest way to climb back onto the rocky causeways leading to the central peak.

In the distance, I could still make out the siren song wailing in the stormy night, but the illusion had already been shattered. I knew them for what they were. While I felt the draw, it wasn’t the all-consuming pull it had once been.

It dawned on me that I had no idea what languages the merpeople used. Would he understand me if I spoke to him? Doing this in charades was only going to make things more difficult. 

“Can you understand me?” I asked, easing the knife away from his throat an inch or two to help convey my intentions.

“Yes,” the merman replied in a surprisingly deep voice.

“Good, because I don’t want to kill you,” I replied. “And I was beginning to think you were going to make me.”

“Why not? I’ve been commanded to kill you,” he replied as the waves lapped against us.

We bobbed awkwardly in the water. 

“I get that, but there are eleven of us. What if you were to focus your attention elsewhere? Better to follow your Lord’s orders in spirit and remain alive than die here on your own weapon, having achieved nothing.”

I could feel the merman breathing as he considered his options. Each deep heaving breath caused my arm to rise and fall.

“Why not kill me and be done with it?” he asked. “What am I to you?”

“No one,” I replied, “and that’s just it. I don’t even know you. I certainly didn’t come here to kill you or any of your people. I just need to make it to that mountain. If you swear to me that you’ll let me go in peace, then you’re free to leave. I’d rather not kill you, but I will if you give me no other choice.”

The rain beat down on us, running down my face as I waited silently for his answer. I was mindful of the fact that each passing moment, the other champions drew closer to their goal. 

“We have an accord,” the creature replied. “If you let me live, my kin and I will not hinder you.”

“Deal,” I replied, lowering the knife and letting go of him. I sank a few inches into the water as I started to tread water for myself.

“I can make no promises for my master’s other servants, so take care,” he said, allowing the tide to put some distance between us. 

There was a series of splashes as all around us, merpeople broke through the surface of the water. More than a dozen merpeople surrounded us, watching us with keen interest. Their brilliant eyes gleamed in the illumination provided by my werelights, as they observed us in awkward silence.

I handed him back the knife. “I am Seth.”

“Azura,” he replied. “You are an odd human, Seth.”

I laughed. I’d certainly been called worse. 

“Do your friends...” I began awkwardly as I looked at the gathering around us.

“They understand the accord,” he replied. “Go in peace, and stay out of the water, if you value your life.”

“Happy hunting, Azura,” I replied. “I hope one day to meet under better circumstances.”

With that, I began swimming back toward the rocky outcropping.

Creatures beyond the veil could be treacherous, but they tended to honor their accords. One’s sworn word meant more to the fey and other creatures in the spirit realm than it did to most mortals. Sure, the merman might try and stab me in the back, but he had little to gain and no idea of the power I could wield. If his word wasn’t enough, I hoped the threat of what I might do to them should they break it would be a powerful disincentive. Hopefully common sense would prevail.

Reaching the edge of the outcropping, I dragged myself out of the waves. My clothes were soddened, and my socks and boots absolutely soaked.

I considered taking them off but feared for what might still lay ahead. I dragged myself to the top of the rocky causeway, my boots squelching with every step. The storm beat all around us but still I dragged my way forward. There was no other choice.

The sirens wailed their otherworldly song, luring champions toward the whirlpool. There was a chance that someone else could have been caught in their snare. I gave them a wide berth and continued heading east around the whirlpool. If I were to draw a straight line from my starting position to the mountain, I was considerably off course. Though I had made some progress toward the imposing peak in the center of the arena, I had moved farther east. I corrected my course and made a beeline for the peak. It wouldn’t do to fall too far behind.

Up ahead, three figures moved nimbly across the rocky path ahead of me. I recognized the pitch-black armor of Tadashii as he raced across the rocks. Behind him and on either side, were the Greek champions Lycus and Pyrros. The servants of Deimos and Phobos were closing on him. The two Greek champions were making no effort to hinder each other, and instead seemed intent on Tadashii.

It seemed the two of them had reached an accord. It was hardly surprising; their masters were brothers. They had likely known each other long before the Trial began. The two of them working in concert was a deadly proposition, and they seemed intent on using that advantage to overpower Tadashii.

They trailed him across the rocky debris as he made a beeline for the mountain peak that would lead him back to the Areopagus.

I made a mental map of the arena and divided it into quadrants. With eleven champions in total, if there were three of them here, they were likely the only ones approaching the peak from this side. Well off to the west, the Reoánaighsidhe would be making his way to the peak, but for the time being, it was just the four of us, and none of them knew I was here.

Fortunately, the squelching of my boots was drowned out by the howling wind and beating rain of the storm. My teeth chattered as I took off after Tadashii. I was hoping the exertion would offset the biting chill that was starting to settle in, but I was soaked and the cool breeze cut straight to the bone.

Tadashii moved with a swiftness totally at odds with his age. Once I took into account his cancer, it was simply mind-boggling. The armor of Hachiman was certainly picking up the slack and then some, but Lycus and Pyrros were both fit and able. They continued to gain on him.

I had yet to see either of them in battle, but given their patron, prowess was to be expected. Likewise, I had no idea if either of them had arcane gifts but even without magic, they were bound to be formidable foes. They outnumbered Tadashii two-to-one, and I didn’t like my friend’s chances.

Racing after them, I gulped and panted. I was still tired from my near drowning with the merman, and the storm overhead was doing its best to finish the job. Deep down, my body screamed at me to quit, but I had promised Tadashii I would watch his back, and nothing was gonna stop me from keeping that promise. I might die for it, but I would not shrink from it.

The central craggy peak of the arena towered ominously before us, a craggy pillar of volcanic stone rising from the waves. The prospect of having to climb it in the rain was one I would have rather avoided, but like everything I’d endured in the past two days, it was optional in the same way dodging bullets was optional. And so, I relegated it to a pile of things in my mind labeled bridges I’d force myself to cross if I survived long enough to reach them. 

We moved steadily toward the peak and as I plotted my course over the stony causeways, I looked ahead and realized my dilemma about the same time Tadashii did. The stone causeways formed a huge circle around the central peak but stopped short of it, leaving almost two hundred feet of open ocean between us and the mountain itself. The stony outer circle of the causeway only met the peak at four points, narrow bridges of stone that seemed almost like tightropes as they rose over the ocean to the final ascent.

Unfortunately, the steppingstones we were racing over only took us to the circle itself, before forcing us north or south toward the closest bridges. 

Tadashii reached the edge and stopped, peering out over the ocean. Lycos and Pyrros reached it a moment later, taking up positions a dozen paces to his left and right, cutting off his path in either direction. The champions of Phobos and Deimos wheeled to face Tadashii.

The fact that they turned on him rather than taking their lead and heading for the bridges themselves spoke volumes to their intentions.

They planned on thinning the competition. 

Tadashii’s head flicked left, then right, as he registered his predicament. It was fight, die, or hurl yourself into the sea, and after my earlier experience the sea was as good as choosing death, albeit a slow and painful one. Entering the water in Poseidon’s domain was the choice for the champion that had a little bit of a masochist inside and liked to suffer on the way out. The notion that one could survive the swim with whatever Poseidon had in store was pure insanity, or utter desperation.

Tadashii was neither desperate nor insane. He gave the faintest bow of his head before his right hand went for his katana. 

The Greek warriors charged forward, fighting with spear and shield like the Spartans of old.

Tadashii’s sword cleared its saya. He swept it up, batting away Lycus’s spear, even as Pyrros darted toward his exposed back.

I sprinted forward, drawing on my power. I had lost the P90 to the depths of the sea, but in hindsight that was probably a good thing, because at this range, I would have been just as likely to hit my friend as either of his foes.

Lightning struck the surface of the sea, and thunder rolled through the heavens overhead, but Tadashii didn’t flinch. The spear was barely inches from his back when he sidestepped the thrust and brought his katana around in a sweeping strike leveled at Pyrros’ neck.

Pyrros raised his shield. The enchanted blade was deflected with a deafening clang that only added to the furor of the storm. Lycus pressed the assault, but Tadashii took two steps towards Pyrros and leapt. Rolling forward and using the warrior’s raised shield as a platform, he nimbly vaulted his foe, landing deftly on his feet with his blade raised to meet both Greek champions. 

With the two of them in front of him, he no longer needed to watch his back.

Lycus and Pyrros surged forward, alternating thrusts intended to turn Tadashii into a samurai shish kabob. The samurai’s weapon was a deadly blade, but the Greek champions were adept at using the length of their spears to keep him at bay.

The three traded blows with dizzying swiftness, but with every second, Tadashii was slowly forced back toward the edge of the stone and the ominous drop into the crashing waves below. 

Reaching the causeway, I chose my target.

“Relámpago!“ I shouted, channeling my will into a bolt of lightning that I hurled at Lycus.

His head snapped around, his shield lowering reflexively as he dropped into a crouch behind it.

Tadashii advanced, ignoring my presence as he stepped inside Pyrros’ guard. My spell struck Lycus’ shield, only to be harmlessly deflected, grounding itself into the stone. 

Clearly, Tadashii wasn’t the only champion with enchanted gear. I stared at the shield, eyes wide as I realized my spell hadn’t even left a mark.

Lycus grinned over the top of his shield at me. 

“Is that all you’ve got?” he teased, his voice oozing with disdain.

Tadashii kicked Pyrros’ shield, sending the warrior staggering backward. As he brought his foot down, he focused his momentum into a single swift stroke that severed Lycus’ head. 

I stared at the entwined figures, my jaw dropping as Lycus’ head rolled off his shoulders.

Pyrros roared his fury, launching himself forward. His spear passed harmlessly over Tadashii’s right shoulder as he ducked the blow, but it was a feint.

Pyrros charged like a rampaging bull, dropping his shield into the samurai in a berserk charge that sent Tadashii tumbling across the stone. Pyrros didn’t lose a step, his spear rising and falling. Each time it descended, I thought it would find its mark but Tadashii would scramble out of the way milliseconds before the steel tip of the spear would crash into the stone, sending sparks flying.

Tadashii tried to rise but Pyrros drove his boot into his shoulder, sending him crashing back to the rain-slicked stone. 

Tadashii was running out of space. I leapt onto the causeway itself. I searched for an angle, but I had already given away my presence. Pyrros kept his shield between us as he advanced on Tadashii. I looked for an opening; anything I could use to take a shot at him.

I focused my will, channeling it into a thin lance of arcane energy as I advanced. As the pair struggled, I saw my window of opportunity. Each time Pyrros lunged forward, his leg left the safety of the shield while he struck with his spear.

Lying flat on the stone, Tadashii tried for a sweeping blow that would cut Pyrros down at the ankles but the Greek champion stomped on his hand, trapping it and the sword against the stone. 

Pyrros cast his spear aside and drew a short sword from a scabbard at his belt. He raised it high as I unleashed my spell. I just needed to give Tadashii a fighting chance.

The beam of arcane power punched straight through Pyrros’ thigh, cutting and cauterizing a hole the size of a quarter as it went. He fell forward, freeing Tadashii’s hand. 

Tadashii let go of his katana and reached for the shorter blade at his waist. Instead of trying to recover his footing, the berserk Pyrros plunged forward, using his weight and his fall to drive the short sword straight through Tadashii’s chest.
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Chapter 14
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I was too late. Tadashii’s anguished groan cut through me. 

Pyrros lay atop the struggling form of my friend, crushing the life out of him. Rage boiled through me, escaping my lips as an unintelligible howl. I charged at the two warriors still wrestling on the ground. Drawing on my power, I focused it into an immense fist of arcana and leveled it at Pyrros.

The blast of energy hit him like a freight train on speed. A wave of power blossomed from his armor as it tried in vain to absorb the blow.

Enchanted steel might have saved his life, but the impact still knocked him clear of Tadashii. Pyrros bounced once on the smooth stone of the causeway before being carried over the edge, his cries of rage following him all the way down to the water beneath.

Racing to the edge of the platform, I stared down into the lapping black waves. There was a disturbance where he had broken the surface but there was no sight of him. I didn’t like his chances. Swimming with only one good leg would be trying enough without the merpeople who would doubtless try to murder him.

It was no worse than he deserved. 

I trudged back to Tadashii’s side, my shoulders sagging as I sank to the ground beside him. I had failed.

Tadashii had pulled off his mempo and blood was trickling out of the corner of his mouth. Pyrros’ blade was still lodged in his chest, and that close to his heart it was a mortal wound. I was surprised to find him still breathing. There was nothing I could do for him.

Tadashii reached for me, and I took his hand. 

“Easy, I’ve got you.”

A thin smile crossed his lips. 

“A lion’s end.” He gasped as he tried to rise. “Find...”

His brow was furrowed, and the strain of each word showed in the taut muscles of his face. He didn’t need to say it, though. I knew what he wanted.

“I will find your daughter, I promise.”

Tadashii sank back against the stone, the rain beating a staccato rhythm on his armor. He gripped my arm tight and pulled me close. 

I could feel his labored breath against my ear as he whispered, “Show me.”

Lifting my head, I shook it. “I don’t understand.”

“Show an old man a new trick.”

My mind raced back to the day we met. It was only yesterday and yet it felt like an eternity ago. We had feasted together in Ares’ hall as we’d prepared to meet our death in the Trial. As I thought of our conversation, I knew what he wanted. 

Magic. True magic, not an illusion or a stage trick. Tadashii wanted to see a wizard work. 

A tear ran down my cheek as I understood his last wish.

I could do that for him.

Looking around, I searched for other champions. I would be telling everyone exactly where I was, but I didn’t care. If they came for me, so be it. I placed Tadashii’s hands on his chest and held my hand above them, palm upward facing the heavens.

I whispered a word of power and a wisp flickered to life above my hand. The wisp turned and flickered, growing as it moved until a ball of fire hovered a foot and half over his chest. Rain hissed as is struck the inferno, but the flame was undiminished as I poured my will into it.

Wonder gleamed in his eyes as the fireball broiled and flared like a miniature sun. Then, with a flick of my wrist, I sent it sailing into the air above us, pouring energy into it as it went.

The fiery evocation grew as it ascended, racing skyward like a shooting star until I brought a lightning bolt sailing into it.

The spells collided in a dazzling flash of light that left trailing streaks of flames descending like a fountain that rained fire. 

“Hanabi,“ Tadashii whispered.

As the flame trails descended, I looked down at my friend. His eyes were closed but a broad smile graced his lips. I checked his pulse, but I already knew the truth. Tadashii was gone, and I felt his loss in my soul. Not because he was gone, but because of how he had died. Other champions had come here to win; Tadashii had come to die, not for the amusement of others, but for his daughter.

I knelt in silent witness of his sacrifice as the sky overhead was filled with a rushing wind. At first, I thought the storm was growing in intensity but the sound of wings beating above me grew clearer by the moment.

Each powerful stroke was audible as a figure descended gracefully through the storm-tossed sky. Once the being was mere feet above the stone, her wings snapped outward, arresting her descent.

Rain bounced off my cheeks as I looked up and found Estrid the Valkyrie standing over me. Her immense set of silver white wings seemed to shine with an inner light. How had I never seen them before? I knew I should have been moving, but I was transfixed by her majesty. In one hand, she held a silver spear, its haft resting against the stone.

Why wasn’t she attacking me? She had me dead to rights. I’d be dead before I managed to rise to my feet.

“Do it quickly,” I muttered, bowing my head. “I grow weary of this place.”

“I am not here for you, Seth. I never was,” Estrid replied, drawing closer.

“Then you are too late,” I replied, looking down at Tadashii. “He is already dead.”

“It was a hero’s death, but for him it is only the beginning.”

Estrid slammed her spear into the stone. Tadashii’s armor fell from his body, steel clanging against the stone, leaving Tadashii wearing nothing but his undergarments.

The Valkyrie slung her spear over her shoulder where it hung from a leather thong. Crouching down, she reached underneath Tadashii, one arm under his neck and the other under his knees, and as if he weighed nothing at all, she scooped him up and rose to her feet.

“Your battle isn’t over, Seth. You must press on, quickly. There is too much at stake.”

Before I could utter a word in reply, Estrid’s wings snapped out and with a steady beat carried her into the air. The Valkyrie and her precious cargo vanished through the clouds and were gone, leaving me alone once more, surrounded by what was left of Hachiman’s gift to Tadashii. 

I supposed he had no need for it now. I considered putting it on. Hell, I could use a little pep in my step, but I had no idea how it functioned and couldn’t afford to spend time piling on what could very well end up being dead-weight for me. 

I looked about and found his sword resting on the stone behind me. Picking it up, I slid it back into its saya and was about to set it down by the armor when I remembered my promise to Tadashii. His daughter would have the means to defend herself. I would do everything in my power, but the blade would do more than I ever could. Providing I could survive long enough to get it to her. 

I slid the saya through my belt and turned my attention back to the towering peak before me.

I had two choices. I could swim for it, or I could race for the nearest bridge. I’d tried the freezing water once, and had more than enough of Poseidon’s minions, so I ran along the stone causeway, making for the bridge as fast as my legs could carry me.

As I moved, my eyes kept roaming back to the water. I would be less of a target there, and the water was certainly the most direct course to my goal, but I’d already dabbled with it once and almost drowned in the process. Besides, Azura’s warning rang in my ears. I’d spared his life; he had little reason to lie to me. If he was telling me to stay out of the water, it likely meant that Poseidon had other even less pleasant minions waiting for me there.

The bridge was my best bet, exposed though it might be. The main problem was that other champions would likely opt for a similar course and there were only four. Lycus and Pyrros were dead, and so was Tadashii, but there were still plenty of other competitors vying for the final four places in tomorrow’s challenge. A gift from the gods waited for the victor, and I only had to survive this insanity to get it and go home. Of course, it wasn’t just about me anymore. I needed to win so that I could tell Tadashii’s daughter what had happened to her father and keep my promise.

My boots squeaked and sloshed as I ran, but the rain bothered me less now. I was so thoroughly drenched it didn’t really matter. If anything, it at least served to dilute the sweat. Hypothermia seemed a distinct possibility but if I could make it back, perhaps Yolanda could do something about that.

Every step brought me closer to the peak but also directly into the path of other champions. If I considered Atlantis, the city of Poseidon, to be the north point of the arena and I had started in front of it, then I was approaching the southeast quadrant and any champions who might remain there.

I scoured the rocky outcroppings leading to the causeway to my left. My eyes were drawn by a blur of motion. It seemed to come out of nowhere. A figure clad in brown and gold armor raced toward me at dizzying speed.

I’d been so intent on avoiding the Reoánaighsidhe that I hadn’t considered his enemy, the Summer Champion, the Samhradhsidhe who was still alive and well. The Summer Champion drew a curved crescent blade as he leapt from stone to stone. He was nimble like a gazelle and his golden sword flashed as lightning from overhead reflected along its length.

“No, no, no,” I muttered, “I’ve had just about enough of this.” 

I reached into my pouch, drew out a flashbang, pulled the pin, and hurled it at the Samhradhsidhe.

Sidhe were creatures of magic, and graceful warriors. I didn’t fancy my chances against him in single combat or with the arcane. So I figured I would try something a little more mundane that could still pack a hell of a punch. 

The flashbang arced through the air. The Sidhe warrior’s eyes tracked it as it sailed toward him. 

I covered my ears and whispered, “Silencio.” 

It was a wish and a prayer that my spell would muffle the 17,000-decibel blast of the flashbang and not leave me deaf and blind, as I turned away from the blast. It was a gamble, but I couldn’t both watch the Sidhe warrior and keep from being temporarily blinded by the flashbang.

The concussive wave buffeted me and I dropped my hands, the sound of the storm filling my ears once more.

Looking to my foe, I found the Sidhe rubbing furiously at his eyes, muttering something I couldn’t understand. I started running but made it less than a dozen paces before the Sidhe managed to regain his senses. It was far less than I’d hoped for and the loping strides of the Sidhe champion closed the gap quickly.

The Sidhe hopped from stone to stone without slowing. Running out of choices, I drew my sidearm from its holster at my waist. Sure, it had spent some time beneath the waves, but I was confident it would still fire. Even one round in the right place could make a difference. Hitting the lithe Sidhe would be the trouble. The Samhradhsidhe took three steps across the rocky outcropping he landed on before launching himself at the next.

As he bounded over the stretch of ocean, a flash of green broke through the surface of the water. It cleared the water like a dolphin. Only it wasn’t a dolphin, and it was clad in green armor and wielding a trident. I recognized Azura as he plunged the trident into the unsuspecting Sidhe’s calf.

The Samhradhsidhe shrieked, while driving an armored boot into the merman to dislodge him. Azura retreated, yanking on his trident, bringing another howl of rage from the Sidhe as blood fountained from the wound. The Samhradhsidhe toppled forward into a half roll, half awkward cartwheel that ended in a heap about twenty feet from me.

I raised the pistol but as I was about to pull the trigger, the gun simply vanished. I could feel the lingering trace of the Sidhe’s magic as it faded.

The Summer Champion stared at me with his catlike eyes. He might have smiled if the lower half of his face wasn’t locked in a pained grimace. The steel of Azura’s weapon had bit deep into the flesh. In spite of the pain, the Samhradhsidhe placed his hand over his calf and with a word, cauterized the savage wounds inflicted by Azura.

Summoning my magic, I squared off against the Sidhe. 

He rose from the ground and started walking toward me. He was less graceful now, his wounded leg giving him an uneven stride, but his eyes never moved from me.

A gunshot split the air as the Samhradhsidhe catapulted forward onto his face. I looked at my hand, but the pistol was long gone. The suddenness of the shot shocked me until I realized what it meant. 

I hit the ground. The shot that had dropped the Sidhe had been a high caliber round. Someone was sitting out there with a rifle and if I had to guess, my money was on Clark Smith, the Section 9 agent that had yet to show his face.

Lying flat on the causeway, I drew a shield around me and glanced at the Sidhe champion. He wasn’t moving. I looked around but couldn’t make out where the shot had come from. There were uneven, rocky outcroppings stretching as far as the eye could see to the south. He could be anywhere out there. If I tried to run, I’d be giving him a clear shot at me. Hunkered close to the ground on the raised causeway, I hoped he wouldn’t have a clear line of sight to me anyway. Every second I sat here, I grew more confident that he couldn’t see me.

But if I stayed here, I was a sitting duck. He could move and find a better angle, or just pin me down until a rival champion finished the job. After our exchange at the banquet, I was confident he’d put a bullet in me given the chance. The only reason I was still alive was that I was the lesser of the two threats he’d had a bead on. 

I looked at the still form of the Samhradhsidhe champion. Whatever rounds Clark was packing was enough to punch through Sidhe armor and put down one of the pre-eminent warriors of the court. I didn’t want to gamble on my vest doing any better.

If Clark survived this, he’d just made an enemy of the Queen of Summer. Though if I was being honest, the Section 9 agent was just as unlikely to leave this place as I was. Only unbridled arrogance would have made a mortal human foolish enough to compete. Sure, the Director had called it patriotism, but I’d met Clarke. He was in it for the power and the glory.

I considered my predicament. The fact he hadn’t already shot me gave me hope. There was a good chance he couldn’t get a bead on my position. Of course, he could be relocating for another shot, so I needed to do something. I could summon a shield and make a run for it. The shield would at least absorb the bullet as long as I had enough juice in me to maintain it while I ran. Every shot would dip into my reserves of power, leaving me in poor condition to face anything that was still ahead of me.

Movement to my left drew my eye and I found a young woman in a summer dress sauntering toward me. She casually moved from stone to stone as she made her way to the inner causeway. 

Edna.

Was she deaf? Did she not recognize the danger?

She approached with all the care of someone out for a Sunday stroll. As she reached the edge of each platform, she would jump nimbly to the next and continue her patient advance.

I waited for the shot to come. Any moment now, the Section 9 agent would remove another champion from competition. How had she even survived this long? She had a calmness that was out of place in the tempestuous arena of Poseidon. In spite of the storm lashing all about her, she continued seemingly unconcerned. How was she so zen?

“Look out,” I shouted, not wanting to watch her crumple like the Samhradhsidhe.

She turned, homing in on my location. I should have known better than to attract attention, but I’d already sent up fireworks. What harm could a warning do? I’d seen Cora cut down by Eris. I didn’t want to see another woman fall. Be it chivalry or stupidity, only time would tell. If I sat silent, she would be the next to die. 

I waved frantically and shouted again. “Get down. He’s got a gun.”

She jumped over the next stretch of water, took a few more paces, and leaped onto the next outcropping. I kept waiting for the shot, but it never came.

On she strode, utterly oblivious of the threat as she deftly crossed onto the platform that led to the inner causeway. 

I pointed at the body of the Summer Champion and shouted, “Get down.”

She took a few more paces until she was standing over the Samhradhsidhe’s body. She looked at him, looked at me, and smiled.

There was something in her eyes. It wasn’t malevolent; it was something else. I should have known better than to take her at face value. Just because she seemed young and innocent didn’t mean she was. In fact, her presence here was strong evidence that she wasn’t. She had entered Ares’ trial of her own volition and without a patron to compel her. She didn’t have a care in the world, not because she was ignorant but because she didn’t feel threatened. 

And I’d waved her over and signaled my location. Great.

That was when I noticed the movement behind her, Clark Smith rising to his feet, his assault rifle swiveling toward us. I drew on my power and summoned a shield between him and Edna and me. 

Edna looked at my shield shimmering in the air before us and smiled. She turned back to Clark, and he froze. I felt a wave of power emanating from her, but her lips didn’t even move. Clark lowered his assault rifle and tossed it into the water before reaching for his sidearm.

The agent’s motions were shaky, as if his arm was fighting the rest of him. His arm trembled as he raised the pistol, but instead of pointing it at us he placed it beneath his chin and pulled the trigger.

His body collapsed, his pistol falling from his grip as I stared on in slack-jawed shock. My heart raced, but I couldn’t move a muscle.

Edna looked at me and my shield that was protecting us both, and I felt foolish. She needed my protection like a submarine needed windshield wipers. She knew mind magic. The art was completely forbidden. Anyone who practiced it was hunted by the Arcane Governments that presided over the various jurisdictions of the world. Few practitioners survived long enough to be capable of much more than subliminal suggestion.

Agent Smith had killed himself at her direction and she hadn’t even broken a sweat. That sort of mastery took a lifetime of practice and the skills to outrun those who would kill her for it.

And now she was looking right at me.

The problem with the Forbidden was that due to its very nature, little was taught about it in school. The government did anything it could to ensure students stayed away from any arts that bordered on it. As a result, they didn’t really teach you how to defend yourself against it either, so I had no idea how to protect myself against the sort of mental onslaught she was clearly capable of.

The only other time I’d witnessed it was Levi, the barkeeper at The Run. I’d been powerless to stop him reading my mind. Murdoch had known some kind of trick and I found myself wishing I’d pressed him about it.

She hadn’t killed me yet, which gave me hope, and I was reluctant to even attempt uttering a spell for fear of spurring her to action. 

She looked at me and smiled. “See you at the top, wizard.” 

Her voice was gravelly and powerful.

Then she winked at me.

Before I could respond, she took a running leap off the causeway. Her body arced out over the water as she began to plummet toward the waves. I watched, rooted to the spot as her body glowed with a sapphire light, before her entire form began to grow.

Before my eyes, the young woman disappeared and an immense sapphire blue dragon appeared, its wings flapping as it rose gracefully over the water. 

“That’s cheating!” I muttered, my eyes glued to the shifter dragon as she soared toward the peak. 

I wanted to move, but I’d never seen a dragon in the flesh. I stood spellbound at the edge of the causeway, as the shifter dragon climbed higher and higher.

The causeway began to shake. It was as if an earthquake had struck the arena. 

A creature rose out of the depths before me, obscuring much of the peak beyond. A black silhouette that seemed to force the ocean up with it as it rose. The creature broke the surface, water pouring off its monstrous form. It dwarfed the causeway, me and even Edna, the shifter dragon. 

Edna snapped her head around, aware of the threat rising from the water beneath her, but it was too late. A host of serpentine heads with razor sharp teeth rose from the sea as the Scylla emerged from the ocean.
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The Scylla rose from the ocean, a colossal titan of teeth and scales that cast a shadow of the causeway below.

As I scrambled off the ground, my boots slid beneath me, threatening to land me flat on my face. At last, with my heart pounding in my chest, I finally gained some traction on the soaked stone causeway. I ran like a bat out of hell, and with every stride I prayed to anyone who would listen that the beast wouldn’t notice me.

The Scylla towered over the arena in terrifying majesty, Poseidon’s ace in the hole and his final monumental screw you to the champions of the Grand Trial. The Scylla was a sea nymph transformed by the jealousy of Circe into a creature of terror and spite. Her upper body was humanoid but covered in dark moss-colored scales. Out of her back rose six serpentine heads that snapped furiously with jaws lined with three rows of razor-sharp teeth. Emerging from her waist were the heads of baying hounds. Their soaked fur and scarlet eyes lent them a rabid air as they searched for prey. Fortunately for me, the Scylla’s own eyes were fixed on the form of the shifter dragon that had taken to the skies and was climbing rapidly to reach the mountain peak.

My weary legs strained in protest as I pushed them to their limit. As the Scylla rose out of the water, the ring of baying hounds at her waist snapped and howled. The creature was propelled upward by a mess of tentacles that formed her lower extremities.

The nearest hound howled as it snapped its jaws after me, but I leapt forward, the creature’s teeth slamming shut less than a foot behind me. Its fetid breath reeked of rotten flesh and sea salt.

As the Scylla pursued the shifter, the hound’s heads were dragged away with it. Next to Edna, I was an ant, an insignificant threat whose life expectancy could be measured with an egg timer.

One of the snapping serpentine heads of the Scylla clamped shut around the Edna’s hind leg and she screamed in bestial fury.

Turning and rolling in the air, Edna brought her talons raking past the serpent’s throat. Blood fountained from the gaping wound as the Scylla shrieked. The Scylla’s rage was like nails being dragged down a chalkboard and blasted through a sub-woofer. It made the hairs of my neck stand on end, and my heart stop. 

I ran as far as my feet would carry me. I needed to get to the safety of the peak while the shifter occupied the Scylla’s attention.

The wounded head teetered before plunging to the ocean like a marionette that had had its strings cut. The remaining five heads pursued the shifter with a vengeance, snapping as Edna fought tooth and claw, two titanic behemoths locked in a furious struggle. I had almost reached the causeway when one of the Scylla’s hound heads lowered toward me. It snorted a derisive puff as it tracked my progress. Its fur was damp and sodden from its time beneath the waves; one of its ears stood upright. The other flopped forward and was missing a chunk, like it had been bitten off. I wondered what creature would have had the stones to take a bite of the Scylla? Perhaps one of the other hounds? 

As I raced past the watchful hound, it opened its jaws and dove toward me. Fortunately, it was constrained by the Scylla’s form. Six hounds pulled their master in different directions; some bayed at the dragon while others warned of threats around it, or in my case, a gnat that was making a mad dash for freedom as I stormed past its waist.

I reached for the second flashbang strapped to my vest. As the creature dove at me, I pulled the pin and hurled it with everything I had. Not willing to leave my fate in the hands of my throwing arm, I whispered a word of power to help it on its way. 

“Viento.”

The gust of wind carried the flashbang home. The small projectile arced through the air and the beast swallowed it whole. I’d chosen the flashbang on purpose; I doubted that one of the frag grenades would be enough to kill the Scylla, and would only draw her ire. I was hoping the flashbang would at least disorient the creature. If I could buy some time to cross the causeway and reach the peak, I would be home free.

The flashbang detonated in the Scylla’s midsection, the glare from the blast shining through its translucent hide.

The creature swayed and slowed as it was assaulted from the inside by blinding light and deafening sound.

Edna seized on the Scylla’s inaction. She opened her jaws and an orange hue formed in her gullet. With a breath, she bathed a second of the serpentine heads in billowing fire.

Dragon fire is unspeakably hot, and the Scylla’s head went from sashimi to well-done in a gout of focused fire.

The baying hounds snapped blindly at the air around her waist, but they were moving on instinct, the flashbang having rendered them senseless. 

My heart pounded in my chest as I rounded the corner of the causeway and stepped onto the bridge that led to the peak. The bridge itself was perhaps only a foot and a half wide and rose from the outer causeway in a series of steps rising over the waves. Here and there, a particularly large wave would crash over the bridge, threatening to knock off any unwary champion who sought to cross it, but by far the bigger threat was the multi-headed monster flailing about beside it. A stray blow seemed liable to sever the bridge entirely.

Edna tried to climb out of reach, but the Scylla propelled itself upward. Using her tentacles, she mounted the causeway and launched herself up. Her scaled arms reached for the dragon, and when they fell short, her four remaining serpentine necks shot after the fleeing shifter. Whatever mind magic she had used on Smith clearly had no impact on the Scylla because it pursued her with single-minded vigor.

As I climbed the stairs, the first of her serpentine heads snapped at Edna, who executed a nimble barrel roll only to wind up in the path of the three remaining heads. One of them struck at her underbelly, another at her flank, and the third at her wing. Edna tucked her wings close to her body, causing the row upon row of serrated teeth to miss entirely. Unlike her armored hide, the broad membranous wings might be more easily damaged and Edna’s effort to protect them only seemed to draw attention to the weakness.

Panting, I made my way to the top of the stairs to the bridge and ran for all I was worth. I couldn’t afford to linger. If the Scylla triumphed, I was next and the monstrous creature would be between me and the peak. Unlike Edna, I couldn’t fly. And no matter how fast I ran, I didn’t stand a chance of outpacing the Scylla on land, let alone in the sea. 

I thought of Pyrros whom I had cast into the deep after killing Tadashii. It was no less than he deserved, and I hoped the Scylla had enjoyed its meal.

Like a wide receiver sprinting for the end zone, I ran for it. At this point, it was less about discretion than speed. If I could make the peak, I figured I could hide myself on its craggy slopes. The volcanic black spire afforded a plethora of opportunities to hide while the raised bridge was death waiting to happen.

In the skies above, Edna, trapped by the Scylla’s jaws, thrashed and flailed, alternating attempts to fly with gouging at the monstrous creature that had latched onto it. Edna opened her mouth, but the serpentine heads retreated, and flames poured down from the heavens, catching one of the hound’s heads attached to the Scylla’s waist. Edna’s torrent of fire carved through the hound’s head as if it were paper. The Scylla plunged into the depths, seemingly trying to use the water to soothe the scorched stretch of her hide.

As the Scylla descended, Edna panicked, all four limbs flailing as she snapped at the Scylla. Large gaping wounds opened on the snakelike heads as she raked and thrashed at her oppressor but the Scylla was simply too much for her. One set of the Scylla’s jaws bit at her flank and though dragon scale was one of the strongest substances I had ever encountered, the Scylla managed to tear away a section of the dragon’s flank the size of a refrigerator.

I felt Edna’s howl of agony in my soul. 

Pain turned to panic for the shifter as the Scylla submerged itself in the water around the peak. Edna’s head craned toward me and I thought I could see fear in her majestic eyes. Those huge blue orbs were cut by a single vertical streak of black. She needed help, a fighting chance to get free. 

I needed a few more minutes and I couldn’t stand to see the dragon fall. I reached into the pouch on the front of my combat rigging and produced a brick of C4. The stuff was quickly becoming one of my favorite toys. I had never had any to experiment with, but Knight seemed to have a near limitless supply of the compound. Clearly, he had friends in low places and they were working overtime.

I checked that the blasting cap was firmly attached, pulled the detonator from its place on my belt, and held it aloft. I just needed a little attention from the Scylla. I heard the thought as it passed through my mind and noted the insanity of it. I’d been hoping to go unnoticed and here I was about to attract the ire of Poseidon’s most dangerous servant.

Drawing on my power, I hurled a sphere of angry lightning at the Scylla. Not at the body of the nymph herself, but at the snapping jaws of the beast at her waist. They weren’t the brains of the operation. The lightning struck the hound’s head, lingering below the bridge right before it could disappear beneath the sea. 

Lightning crackled across its furry hide, but the hound shook off the arcane assault like it was nothing. The hound’s angry red eyes sought me out. I held up the olive-green pack of C4 and waved it at the hound like the world’s least pet friendly dog snack, before throwing it at the hound. The beast saw it coming and as it lunged for the explosive my heart soared.

Unfortunately, it seemed the brute had learned from its earlier appetites and instead of swallowing the explosive, it simply batted it aside with its head. The C4 splashed down into the water beside the Scylla.

It wasn’t what I was hoping for, but it would have to do.

I raised the detonator and clamped my thumb over the trigger. The light flashed red, and I covered my ears but there was nothing.

Holding up the detonator, I noticed the water that was slowly dripping from it. Turning it over in my hand, I found the entire back of the detonator had been stove in. Likely during my fight with Azura. With the detonator damaged, the C4 was little better than a paperweight that I had hurled at a sea creature the size of a five-story building. 

I’d made better choices in my life, that was for sure, and now I was starting to regret drawing the beast’s attention. Three of the nearest heads bayed for blood and the Scylla paused its descent.

“Oh no,” I muttered as the nymph’s head started to turn toward me.

Edna went ballistic, locking onto the opportunity presented by the Scylla’s distraction.

I stared at the C4 bobbing ineffectually on the surface and went looking for a plan B. A gunshot wouldn’t set it off; that was what the blasting cap was for. I was fairly sure fire wouldn’t do it either.

What I needed was a shock wave, and something to focus the blast. If I could just bring enough pressure to bear, there was a chance.

I focused my will on the C4 as it started to vanish beneath the waves and gathered all the arcane power I could muster. With bands of power, I caught hold of the package and pushed it toward the Scylla as I crushed it in an unseen fist of energy. Tighter and tighter, I gripped the charge in the ethereal fist as I pushed the charge into the dense mass of tentacles that made up her lower body.

“Detonar,“ I chanted, sending a shock wave formed from raw arcana through the charge.

The prison of arcane power I had wrapped around the C4 was blown open as my capacity to hold it in check failed critically. The C4 detonated against the Scylla’s scaly hide and the creature screamed like a banshee as the water around it turned red with gore. 

Edna rolled her head and sent a scorching wave of fire directly at the nymph herself. Liquid fire blasted up the nymph’s exposed flank and across one side of her face, flesh boiling and sloughing off in great heaps, even as a serpent bit deep into Edna’s neck, piercing her hide. The two titans howled as they plunged into the watery depths.

I ran like hell.

I reached the end of the bridge and threw myself forward onto the volcanic peak at the center of the arena.

“I made it,” I panted as I lay against the stone face, catching my breath.

But as the gargantuan form of the Scylla struck the ocean, the displaced water around it rolled outward like a tidal wave. I heard the rushing of water and looked over my shoulder, spotting the wave that was coming for me.

“Why me?” I shouted at the heavens as I forced myself to climb the sloping peak. My hands and feet moved feverishly, in spite of the fatigue. Nothing like the fear of imminent death to get you moving. I climbed and scrambled as the wave came rolling toward me. At its peak, the sea water frothed and foamed as it started to break on me.

There was no chance I could out-climb it.

I was going to have to outlast it. I braced for impact, wrapping myself around a craggy outcropping of stone, and summoned a shield about me. “Esfera.”

A sphere of orange energy flickered to life around me. It was just large enough to shield my body from the massive wave inexorably surging toward me.

The wave broke, crashing down on top of me. The roar of the wave was deafening as it pounded against my shield and I could feel the strain, the exertion building as I focused on the singular thought of holding it back.

Tons of water were trying to crush me like a bug, but I held firm. I hadn’t survived the Scylla to die here. The water rolled off the peak and began to recede. For what felt like an eternity, I gritted my teeth as the water hammered at the outside of my shield. It couldn’t last forever, but neither could I. Eventually, I would burn out. A wizard running out of steam mid spell had terminal repercussions, most usually resulting in the offender’s brain being riddled like Swiss cheese.

The wave receded and I spluttered triumphantly as the water level dropped below me.

I’d bloody done it. The Scylla and Edna were nowhere to be seen and I clung to the edge of the mountain like a barnacle. I coughed and panted and struggled to breathe. 

Now I knew why Poseidon was so confident. More than half the champions that entered this place were dead already. Had any made the peak? Or was I the first?

It seemed unlikely but with Tadashii’s death there was a large part of me that hoped I might be the only one to make it back. If there were no other champions, was the trial over? Would I just win by default and skip the entire third challenge?

Hope springs eternal.

As I climbed the volcanic rock like the world’s most stubborn snail, I gradually got my wind back. Periodically, I looked over my shoulder, checking for other threats, but there was no one behind me. I climbed higher and higher until the sea faded into the distance below me. I hated heights, loathed them with a passion, but there’s nothing like facing a murderous sea nymph with a half dozen snake heads to put your fears in perspective. As much as I didn’t like heights, the thought of being anywhere near the Scylla drove me upward.

I climbed the rainswept peak like it was the stairway to heaven, struggling inch by bloody inch until it began to level out.

I dragged myself to my feet and beheld the summit. All around me the expanse of the arena stretched into the distance, waves crashing over the stony causeways here and there. I thought I could see a flicker of scales as a merman broke the surface. Turning slowly, I saw a blue portal hovering in the air before me.

Just the one.

Ares had insisted there would be four which meant I was the last champion. Or at least the last that would be returning to the Areopagus.

I’d done it. Staggering forward, I couldn’t believe it.

Part of me had panicked that there would be no portals left and that I would have climbed the peak in vain, only to find myself sitting on a desolate peak in the middle of an ocean beyond the veil. 

But one solitary portal remained, and I trudged doggedly toward it like a drowned rat. Which champions were waiting for me at the Areopagus?
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I staggered out of the portal and onto the familiar sands of the arena of the Areopagus. My hands were wrinkled and shaking, my teeth chattered violently against, but I was alive.

As the sun beat down upon me, I welcomed its shining rays. I felt like a drowned rat and was becoming aware of just how much my body had been running on adrenaline. The constant danger and racing for my life had distracted me from the cold rain and the biting wind that I had endured. The sun warmed my face. I breathed a deep sigh of relief.

“Again, you scrape in by a thread, syntrímmia,“ Ares called.

“I don’t even know what that means,” I replied, looking down at the water dripping off my boots into the sand, “but it sounds fearsome.”

“It means debris,” Ares replied, his laughter echoed by the remaining champions. 

I looked around me, wondering who else had made it back.

Alexa, the priestess of Hera, stood sodden and wet, her staff gripped in one hand as she grinned triumphantly. Beside her stood the Reoánaighsidhe, champion of Winter. I was hardly surprised to see him. He remained one of the more dangerous competitors on the field, and in Poseidon’s arena he seemed to have encountered little resistance. I had been avoiding him, and as I had been one of his closest competitors, I imagined he had made a straight shot through the arena. Unlike the others, he appeared perfectly dry. The cold, biting wind hadn’t fazed him at all, and he seemed almost rested. It was hard not to be envious given the hells I’d had to crawl through to make it here.

Then out from behind the Reoánaighsidhe, another figure hobbled into view. His hulking form threatened to blot out the sun as he towered over me. Pyrros, champion of Phobos, had made it back.

My jaw dropped in utter disbelief. I had punched a hole through his leg and sent him into the depths of the sea. How had he managed not to drown, let alone make it past the Scylla and up the peak to return to the Areopagus? Clearly, he had more grit than I’d given him credit for, and my blood boiled at the sight of him.

He had killed Tadashii. He’d driven his sword straight through my friend’s chest.

On seeing me, he scoffed. “Two good legs and still you struggled to make it back. You’re lucky that there were two of you or I would have finished you on the causeway.”

I stepped up into his face. It would have been more intimidating if my head reached higher than his shoulders. “You’re lucky we are here and you can hide behind Ares, or I would finish the job I started in the realm of Poseidon.”

I was going to walk away but instead I pointed at his maimed leg. “Mark my words, the next one goes through your heart.”

Ares strode to us and pushed us apart. “There will be time enough to settle your differences tomorrow. Tonight, we rest, recover our strength, and then tomorrow, we put on a show of arms that will never be forgotten.”

“And what will that be?” the Reoánaighsidhe asked. “You’ve had us walk through death, drowned us in the depths of the sea. What arena shall we compete in tomorrow? It seems the heavens would be all that remain.”

I listened intently for Ares’ answer. The Reoánaighsidhe was already planning ahead, jockeying for advantage in the coming challenge. He had identified the fact that Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades each rule one of the earth’s domains and we had fought over two of them. Only Zeus’ remained. It seemed the logical option for the third trial.

Ares laughed. “Oh, that it was so. Unfortunately, none of you can fly. So we’ll leave the skies to my father and tomorrow you will face your simplest but perhaps your bloodiest challenge yet. You will fight here in the arena, nothing but the shifting sands beneath your feet. Four of you will enter, one of you will conquer. And I will grant the winner power, the likes of which you have never wielded.”

The arena was silent, and I knew why. The arena was a killing field, with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. The third challenge was likely to be the swiftest of them all. I’d be surprised if it lasted more than a few minutes, and even more surprised if the power unleashed didn’t take much of the structure with it. While Pyrros hadn’t exhibited much in the way of arcane potential, the Reoánaighsidhe was fae and could no doubt bend the arcane to his will. Alexa, like her fellow priestesses, would have been tutored by Hera herself and would be a deadly practitioner. 

And then there was me. 

While not as powerful as either of the elementalists, I had a dirty bag of tricks at my disposal, one of which I had yet to show. Few wizards could transmute one substance into another, and I had deliberately avoided doing it during the challenges, knowing that we were being watched and that patrons would doubtless brief their champions between challenges. I had played my greatest gift close to my chest, hoping to gain an advantage in the third challenge.

On the killing fields of the arena, I hoped it would come in useful.

“Do tell, my host,” Alexa asked, “what sort of blessing do you have in store for us?” 

Until that moment, I had assumed that everyone knew what we were competing for. I figured my ignorance was from my prolonged slumber at Knight’s hands. It seems that was not the case. He had loosely referred to it as his blessing and given my chances of surviving to receive it, I hadn’t really given it that much thought.

I had to admit, I was curious what form the blessing of Ares might take.

Ares held up a hand and a set of gleaming silver strips appeared in it. Each was about eight inches long, an inch wide, and flat like a small ruler.

“Before I tell you, each of you must wear one of these.”

The champions exchanged nervous glances. 

I could sense the power radiating from the bands. Whatever they were, they were enchanted and I knew as well as my fellow champions the danger of accepting such a gift.

“What do they do?” Pyrros asked, drawing closer.

“They measure your beating heart,” Ares replied. “When only one of you remains, the final challenge will be over, and the winner will claim their prize. In the meantime, the magic that binds them together will prevent any other from stealing the prize.” 

Ares looked at me as he said the words, as if daring me to make the attempt. I had no such suicidal tendencies. Doing so would compromise my position as a guest, and likely result in my brutal execution.

Pyrros, model of restraint, offered his arm. Ares snapped the silver strip over his wrist and the band sprang to life coiling around his arm and tightening until it formed a silver band that exerted a faint white light. 

“Next!” Ares called. 

Alexa offered her left wrist and Ares repeated the process. The band again gave off its silver light as it activated. Ares took a step and stood before me. He said nothing; he didn’t need to.

I raised my right wrist, and he snapped the band over it. The silver wrap tightened as it melded into itself, forming a seamless band. Arcane power streamed through it, and I could feel my own pulse. Each beat of my heart registering with a small tingle at my wrist.

Ares moved on to stand before the Reoánaighsidhe. The Winter champion stood with his hands at his side as Ares offered the last band and didn’t move.

“It isn’t iron,” Ares replied. “Such torture would not be fitting from your host.”

I understood the sidhe’s reluctance. If it were iron, such a binding would have been agony even for a warrior of the Reoánaighsidhe’s stature. He went to raise his right wrist, paused, and then lowered it to his side, before offering Ares his left arm. Ares snapped the band over the Sidhe’s left wrist and it tightened, forming the same silver band the rest of us now wore.

“Excellent. Now you’re bound together until the end,” Ares declared. “As for the blessing, I am true to my word.”

Ares pulled off his golden braces from his forearms. He gripped the two of them together and held them up. 

“I will grant the victor the strength of my arms for a week. Stored in them is a measure of my might, as well as the muscle memory of every battle I’ve ever fought. Foes more numerous than the stars in the night sky have fallen before them. Even the gods in their strength have succumbed to my blade. Whoever wears these will have no equal on the field of battle. They are yours for seven days to do with as you will.”

Ares raised a hand over the sands of the arena, and an obsidian plinth rose out of the ground. He laid the braces flat on top of the plinth. 

“Here they wait for you. Tomorrow, you compete for the greatest prize you will ever hold. Three of you will die, one of you will triumph, and all of you will be immortalized for your valor. Go, rest. You will need your strength for tomorrow.”

“Ares, you toy with the balance of our world for your entertainment.” The voice of Titania, the Queen of Summer filled the arena. “You know the damage this could bring. It is madness.” 

There was a harsh edge to her tone. I looked up and found her on her feet before her throne. Her hair billowed about her as the flesh of her cheeks turned red with rage.

A quiet settled over the arena as Ares turned to face her. His lips rose into the slightest hint of a smile at her challenge.

“Titania,” Ares called, “relax, it’s just a little fun and a fitting prize for whichever champion manages to survive such an ordeal.”

“Nonsense,” Titania replied. “Summer must match Winter lest the world lose its balance. You risk granting Oberon power with which he has proved he cannot be trusted.”

The air in the arena grew tense. The Sidhe queen’s fists were clenched and power coalesced around her, ready to heed her call. 

The Sidhe were normally impossible to fathom, but her predicament was readily apparent. Her champion had already fallen, and she no longer had any hope of victory. The Reoánaighsidhe, Winter’s champion, was still on the field and looking like a strong contender. There was every chance that Oberon’s champion would triumph, and the already considerable Winter Court would be bolstered by a boon from the god of war.

Balance could be a precarious thing and Ares had just offered a nuclear missile to one side of a Mexican stand-off and granted them permission to use it as they saw fit. The Summer Queen seemed fit to burst. I could sense the waves of power emanating from her like the warning klaxon of an air raid siren.

Call me a cynic, but the prospect of winning hadn’t really dawned on me so I hadn’t given that great a thought to the blessing that might come from it. I had assumed my patron would gain it in my stead, and now that I knew what the boon was, what Edward Knight would do with the power of Ares was causing my heart to palpitate. 

But dangerous as he might be, it was not nearly as terrifying as the bracers going to one of the Sidhe courts, or to one of the Gods currently jockeying for position on Mount Olympus. If you’d asked me a week ago about giving Knight that much power, I’d have called it insanity. There was a reason I’d withheld the oracle’s gifts from him. Now he seemed like the safest option. 

How times had changed.

Beyond the gift itself was the political impact it would bring. No doubt it would bind Ares closer to the victor and when I considered the chance that that might be the Winter champion, I grasped firmly the danger Titania saw. Ares had taken a side in an eternal struggle, and he was managing to do it in front of everybody, without seemingly like he was doing so intentionally. Ares stared up at the Sidhe monarch.

“I gave you an equal chance. You should have brought a more fitting champion.”

Titania’s eyes blazed gold, and the sun overhead seemed to intensify, heat filling the arena until waves of it could be seen rising from the sand. Sweat rolled down my brow as the energy surging through the arena grew.

Oberon didn’t move, but I did sense his subtle workings as he prepared his defenses.

I thought Titania was going to strike down Ares for his insult. The Sidhe queen was a being of incredible power, but in spite of her daunting presence, Ares simply smiled up at her.

“Would you lift your hand against your host?” Ares asked, folding his arms.

Titania simmered like a kettle ready to boil over. It almost seemed like Ares was goading her. Insane a prospect as that might seem, he had put her in a precarious position. He’d given offense enough to warrant a reply, but as a visitor in his home, she was still bound by the ancient obligations of a guest. Such things might seem a needless courtesy to humans but to the Sidhe, such laws were everything. Attacking her host would be a grievous affront, one that would lessen her status among the supernatural community and mark her as a monarch that could not be trusted. With everything Winter already stood to gain, she could ill afford to lose her standing as well.

She unclenched her fists and mustering all the composure she could manage, she forced a pained smile.

“Of course not,” she muttered. “I simply wished to remind you of the consequences of your actions. I wish you all the very best. Please, excuse me, I have matters of court I must attend to.”

Before Ares could reply, the Sidhe monarch vanished. She didn’t summon a portal and pass through it, or glide gracefully out of the pavilion. She simply vanished. One moment she was there and then she was gone.

A smile crossed Oberon’s face. And I knew that no matter what happened tomorrow, I couldn’t afford to allow the Reoánaighsidhe to triumph, whatever it meant for my own well-being. Watching the two courts go to war or potentially seeing Winter overthrow Summer entirely was in no one’s best interest. Particularly those who had to live in a world whose climate was dictated by the waxing and waning of the Sidhe courts.

Ares might not care. From the safety of the Areopagus, little could affect him. But at home, winter was already unusually bitter. We could ill afford any increase in strength for the Winter court.

Oberon rose from his throne. “My host, I hope you’ll excuse me. The last time my wife was this upset, she sacked a daingneach. Lovely as she is, she has a terrible temper. I must go and see to the disposition of my forces. I shall return tomorrow.” 

The King of Winter snapped his hand and he too vanished on the wind.

“I’ve got to learn that trick,” I whispered to myself as Zeus rose from his throne, smoothed the white toga he was wearing, and cleared his throat.

“Well, that’s quite enough excitement for one day,” Zeus said. “I think I’ll retire also.”

Hera rose from her throne, wrapped her arm around his, and smiled. “Let me accompany you back to Olympus, my dear. I would have the pleasure of your company.”

Zeus raised an eyebrow, but Hera offered no further information. Looking down at Ares, he nodded. “Our thanks for the diversion, and my best wishes for our remaining combatants. May Tyche smile on you all tomorrow.”

“Yes, I shall return tomorrow for the final challenge,” Hera added. “In the meantime, my son, behave yourself.”

Ares didn’t answer, but Zeus waved his hand and a golden gateway materialized before them. No sooner had they passed through it than it vanished from existence. 

The sons of Ares watched them go. Deimos had lost his champion, Lycus. Pyrros remained in contention but neither of them looked particularly pleased. Clearly, they had hoped both their champions would survive and that the unholy pact between them would result in one of the two of them wielding their father’s power. 

Phobos and Deimos, fear and terror. The thought sent a cold shiver down my spine to consider what either of them might accomplish with their father’s experience and skill.

I looked at Pyrros and again found myself extremely disappointed that he hadn’t drowned, or better yet been mauled by the Scylla. It was no worse than he deserved, after what he had done to Tadashii.

The arena was silent. I looked for Knight, but surprisingly he was nowhere to be found. The Director too was missing, and I found the coincidence troubling. What were they up to?

Ares turned to us and waved his hand. “Food and drink will be sent to your quarters along with a healer to see to your wounds. There will be no festivities this evening. Most of our patrons have abandoned us and you best focus on your plans for tomorrow. All of you will enter, one of you will leave. Do not try to remove your band at any cost. It would be unwise.”

Ares stalked quietly out of the arena. 

I looked at the remaining champions and considered my options. There was Alexa, priestess of Hera. I’d had little or nothing to do with her for the entire trial, but I had cut down a number of her compatriots at Delphi. I doubted she had any fondness for me. 

Then there was Pyrros. I’d already had a solid crack at amputating his leg. If he gave me another opportunity, I hoped to do my darnedest to take off his head. 

Last but not least, the Reoánaighsidhe. The deadly Sidhe warrior seemed to have emerged from Poseidon’s realm almost entirely unscathed and as I looked at him, his catlike eyes settled on mine and a chill ran right through me.

There wasn’t a single one of these champions I could reasonably hope to form an alliance with, which was a problem. If any two of them joined forces tomorrow, it would prove deadly. What was more, they had motive to do it to increase their own chances, the same as Lycus and Pyrros had today. With no friends among them, I figured it was fruitless to try.

The three of them made no effort to leave, so I turned and made for the gate, feeling truly alone.

There was every chance I’d be the first to fall tomorrow, and on that particularly depressing note I dragged my rain sodden self out of the arena.

“Hey Syntrímmia, I will look for you tomorrow,” the Reoánaighsidhe called.

I didn’t have the energy to reply, but my mother had always told me it wasn’t polite to ignore people, so I held up one fist over my shoulder and slowly extended my middle finger, affecting a salute befitting his station until I passed through the gates.

I had made it about five paces into the hallway when a voice to my right interrupted my thoughts.

“I believe you have something that belongs to me.”

My breath caught in my throat as I whirled and found myself staring at Hachiman, the god of war.
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Hachiman stood in the hall, only his robes were gone and he was wearing the same black steel armor that he had loaned Tadashii. He held his mempo in one hand and was leaning against a pillar. 

My hand went to his sword at my waist. In the chaos of the challenge, I hadn’t really considered this moment. My intention had been to give the sword to Tadashii’s daughter, so that she could protect herself. An enduring gift of protection from her father.

I hadn’t yet had the luxury of time to consider the feelings of the blade’s actual owner.

Hachiman’s eyes tracked the movement of my hand, but he didn’t move. “Surely you wouldn’t draw my sword against me?” 

I took my hand off the hilt as if I had touched a hot stove. 

“Of course not,” I stammered. “It was just a reflex.”

“What were your intentions with the blade? And before you answer, understand you are no stranger to me, Seth Caldwell. I know your character and your reputation.”

That didn’t bode well. Most people knew me as a thief. I’d stolen more than my share of powerful relics, and his sword was as potent as any I’d ever encountered. I certainly couldn’t blame Hachiman for believing the worst.

But stealing from an avatar of the god of war was reckless, bordering on suicidal. Perhaps if the need was great enough and he weren’t sitting and watching, I might have considered it. But looting his fallen champion on the field of battle would be indefensible. I had better intentions, though I wasn’t sure what he would make of them.

“I made a promise to Tadashii that I would find his daughter and tell her what became of her father,” I replied earnestly. “I saw what the sword did for her father. I thought it might help her also.”

Hachiman stared down into my eyes and it felt like he was looking right through me. My hands shook a little as he stood perfectly still. I was mindful of the fact that anywhere else he could have killed me with less effort than I took to brush my teeth. Here in the Areopagus, he was bound by Ares’ laws, so the worst he could do was take the blade, and frankly if he wanted it, I didn’t have the energy left to stop him. 

Worst case scenario, I would give him back his sword and do what I could for Tadashii’s daughter myself. I wasn’t without resources. The Caldwell empire had its perks.

“You have a reputation for wandering ignorantly into matters you don’t understand,” Hachiman began. “Fortune has smiled on you but if you give that blade to her, you will be placing her in great danger.”

As far as warnings went it wasn’t subtle, but I wanted to know more. I was tired of being in the dark.

“Walk with me.” Hachiman beckoned as he strolled down the corridor. 

I had to pick up my pace to keep up with him.

Hachiman had a relaxed graceful gait but somehow he still seemed to leave me behind. Beside him, I felt clumsy and slow, but in fairness I’d had my ass kicked all day.

“Where are we going?” I asked, my aching muscles protesting the exertion.

“Your quarters,” Hachiman replied, “before you collapse.”

Well, that was promising. If nothing else, I was steadily moving closer to my goal of flopping into bed to steal what sleep I could before the final challenge.

“What do you mean, I’ll be placing her in danger?” I asked as we passed out of the hall and into the barracks. 

This time there was no feast, no attendants milling about waiting on our every whim and fancy. Ares had said our meals would be sent to our room. I couldn’t help but think of it as my last meal, eaten like a prisoner awaiting his execution. I pushed the thought from my mind.

“Every man has a battle that he must fight,” Hachiman replied cryptically. “My place is to protect my people. Those who would do them harm know me and my servants. The moment she takes up that sword, she will have chosen a side in a battle she does not understand. My disciples spend their life in training. She would be unlearned, ignorant, and in peril. I find it difficult to believe her father would want that for her. In fact, I promised to watch over her myself, something I can do with greater ease if you don’t thrust her into peril.”

It was difficult to argue with his reasoning. While I didn’t understand the conflict he spoke of, I knew better than to call him a liar. Tadashii considered Hachiman to have incredible honor and given the code of Bushido, I thought it likely he was telling the truth. 

But something nagged at me. “I picked up the blade, so am I not in danger?”

Hachiman laughed. “Yes, but there is no shortage of people trying to murder you. What’s a few more?”

It was harsh but fair. 

We reached my room and I pushed open the door. Hachiman followed me inside and closed the door behind us.

“If I don’t give her the blade and your enemies find her, she will be defenseless. Her father served you well as your champion. Is she not already in danger?”

Hachiman nodded. “Perhaps, but right now she rests at the periphery; a possible threat in the sea of battle. If you arm her and send her into the fray, you will only draw their attention.”

I slumped down onto the bed and started peeling off my body amour. I was surprised that Knight wasn’t already here. The opportunity to speak with Hachiman was an unusual one for him to miss. I was growing increasingly suspicious of his absence. Had he left already? If so, it was a telling gesture on what he thought my chances were of winning. Surely, he was off forging alliances or harassing a god somewhere?

“If I tried to give it to her?” I asked Hachiman as I tossed my Kevlar vest on the floor. “Would you try to stop me?”

Hachiman clasped his arms behind his back. “No. It is not the way.”

“Then I think I will give her the choice,” I replied.

Hachiman’s brow furrowed. “Why?”

“Because I held her father in my arms as he died,” I replied, stripping off my wet shirt. I needed to get dry, but at the same time I still had an audience. “I saw the pride in his eyes. The pride of a man who chose his own fate. A lamb at birth, a lion at death. You gave him that.”

Hachiman nodded. “Indeed, I did, but that was our compact. He wanted it. And he had precious little to lose. His daughter is young and has a long life ahead of her. I have no shortage of men who would fight for me. I would not willingly take Tadashii’s daughter after her father gave his all. It would not be right.”

“Would you take her if she sought you out? If she took up the blade willingly?” I asked, unlacing my sodden boots as I rested on the foot of the bed.

“Why are you so determined to see her die?” Hachiman asked as he started pacing the floor of my bedchamber.

“Dead? No. If she is as good as her father, I see her being a worthy addition to your cause. Good people can make a difference. I don’t know what is happening, but I have seen things that lead me to believe there is a battle coming. And another strong woman will make a difference. For you, for me, and for everybody else. I intend to find out if she is willing.”

Hachiman stopped and turned. “What makes you think something is going on?”

Ah, something I’d said had touched a nerve, but Hachiman was playing it close to his chest.

But I’d seen too much in my time here. Everything I’d seen and heard over the past few days led to the same conclusion. My time at Delphi, my conversation with the Valkyrie, not to mention my experience with both Zeus and Hera, all led me to believe there was something amiss. Things were not as they should be. Twice now I had encountered creatures from the Darkness making their way into the mortal realm. The Olympians were jockeying for position. Hell, Ares seemed to be all but publicly throwing in his lot with the Winter Court. 

There was movement at the station. I might not be able to see it clearly, but it was like a mirage shimmering in the distance. I could tell that it was there. I’d survived this long by trusting my gut and it hadn’t led me wrong yet. Granted, I’d made some terrible choices, but I was still breathing. I wanted to see what Hachiman had to say about the growing conflict among the gods.

“For a man who just had his champion’s soul stolen by the Valkyrie, you seem remarkably unfazed,” I replied, changing tack. It was cheap bait, but I set the hook and waited, hoping his honor would compel him to defend his inaction.

Hachiman remained silent, so I pressed the issue. 

“Tadashii died faithfully in your service. Surely he deserved to rest with his ancestors. Now he’s carried on the wings of a Valkyrie to the hall of Odin where he will join the ranks of the Einherjar. That doesn’t bother you?”

Hachiman held out his hand to me. “Like you said, every good man is needed. His life might be over, but his soul remains, and his battle is just beginning.”

It wasn’t much but as Hachiman went silent once more, I got the distinct impression that it was about as much as he was willing to say on the subject. Either he was complicit in Astrid’s acts, or he was willing to appear so in order to not lose face. I wanted to know which, because if it was the former, it meant that he and Odin were working in concert toward a common goal. If it was the latter, I was no better off than when I had begun this conversation. Knowing where the gods were drawing their allegiances might come in very useful.

“You are like a blind man climbing a mountain,” Hachiman said, “no idea of the threats you face and still you throw yourself at it with wild disregard for your own well-being. Be careful, Seth, or you will die before you can comprehend the threat.”

I shrugged and shuffled backward onto the bed. “Tell me something I don’t know. There is every chance I’ll die tomorrow. Why not enlighten me before my demise? What is everyone so afraid of?”

“Not what but who,” Hachiman replied, “but there is an order to things. Knowledge is power and I cannot risk doing more harm than good with it. I will leave you to your fate here and leave those who pull at your strings to determine what is best.”

“What do you mean? Those who pull on my strings? I make my own choices.”

Hachiman folded his arms. “Do you now? Like being here? If so, you chose poorly.”

I sighed. Hachiman was a friend of Ares; doubtless they had laughed at my predicament. The samurai knew exactly why I was here.

“I’m doing the best I can with what I’ve got,” I said.

“That I can believe,” Hachiman replied, “though perhaps it would be better if you paid more attention to what is going on around you. You’ve made it to the final four, but have you considered the path you trod to get here?”

“Yeah,” I replied. It had been a source of constant frustration. “I understand the path. I walked it. They seem determined to kill me but I’m not going down without a fight.”

Hachiman nodded along as I spoke, but the moment I stopped he seized his opening. “But who is trying to kill you? Have you asked yourself that? And what have they to gain from your demise?”

“The other champions?” I replied. “They’re just doing their best to survive and to win.”

“Dig deeper, Seth,” Hachiman said, taking three steps toward the bed. “Think of your path. Consider all you’ve endured.”

I held my tongue as Hachiman loomed over me, my heart beat growing faster and faster. I thought back to the first trial in Hades’ maze. I’d faced the vampire, the ghoul, and the summoner. Not to mention the departed Helena. I’d barely made it out of the Pit of Souls. Others had clearly had a smoother run or at least weren’t as incompetent as I had been navigating the maze.

My mind turned to Poseidon’s Lair. I had spawned beside the Winter Champion. My choice had been to face him or take a path that led through the siren, an ambush from the Azura and the merpeople, and eventually the Scylla herself. I considered the state of my fellow champions who had survived the ordeal. Sure, they looked a little weather-beaten, but apart from the hole I’d put in Pyrros they were relatively unscathed. Again, I seemed to have drawn the hardest path. Why?

“Now you’re starting to see,” Hachiman mused as he studied my expression.

It was true. Everyone who had an axe to grind with me had been given ample opportunity to swing it. Hades had even gone to the trouble of finding a soul that would be hellbent on my destruction. I had the hardest path time after time but surely that was just a coincidence. Or was it? The only one who controlled our transport was Ares himself. If I subscribed to Hachiman’s school of thought, his friend was trying to get me killed, which made no sense. Why would he be so determined to see me fail?

“Ares wants me dead,” I said in a muted whisper as if speaking any louder would summon him to bear out my sentence.

My heart skipped a beat. It was a truly terrifying thought.

“It would seem so,” Hachiman replied, taking a step away from the bed.

“But why? And why would you tell me?” I asked, shuffling off the bed toward him. “I thought the two of you were friends.”

Hachiman’s shoulders sagged. “We have been many things over the years, but my friend grows bored in this new age. He seeks diversion, distraction, and relevance in a world that while full of conflict, has forgotten his name. I fear he might lose his way.”

“But what has that got to do with me?” I asked standing up. “Why would he single me out?”

I thought of the field of champions, and I could only come up with a single explanation: my very mortal, and out of place, patron. Sure, there had been a lot of patron-less competitors but they were a minority, and most of them had fallen during the first challenge. I had certainly been lined up for a similar fate. When I had survived, I had drawn an even more perilous draft in the second challenge. There could be only one reasonable conclusion.

“Ares doesn’t want me to win, because he wants his blessing to land in the hands of one of his fellow gods.”

Hachiman bowed his head. It was almost as if he were ashamed. Breaking his friend’s confidence must have felt like a betrayal.

“So the deck is stacked against you, Seth. You alone represent a squandering of Ares’ blessing. Knight will destabilize a democracy or topple a tyrant somewhere but in the supernatural world he has no stature. Phobos and Deimos are Ares’ sons, so he likely viewed their champions as superfluous. Hera and Oberon present powerful potential allies for him. They are capable of putting his gift to world-altering use.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked, suppressing a tired yawn.

“I would see you win, not only for the friendship you showed Tadashii, but for the greater good. I didn’t want you to go into battle ignorant of the stakes you are fighting for. If you lose, many more may die.”

“No pressure,” I replied with a sigh.

“On the contrary,” Hachiman answered, “I have found pressure a useful sifter of men. Some it compresses into diamonds, while others shatter under the strain. Be a diamond, Seth.”

And with that, Hachiman turned to depart.

“So you don’t want the sword?” I called after him.

“You keep it. Offer it to his daughter. If she doesn’t take it, I will come for it,” he said over his shoulder.

“How will you know where to find it?”

“It’s mine,” he replied, placing his mempo over his face. He opened the door, gave me a slight bow and departed. The door swung shut behind him though he didn’t even lay a hand on it. 

I shook my head. While Hachiman had answered one of my questions, he had left me with many others. I was more convinced than ever that something was out of balance in the supernatural world. Was Ares trying to right that balance? Or was he adding to the chaos? I had half a mind to go looking for Edward Knight but I figured he would show up in his own time. 

I stripped off the balance of my clothes and found a fresh change in the wardrobe. I could have used a shower, but to be honest I had no idea where the facilities were. Smelling human would be a more pressing concern if I wasn’t likely to die in the morning. I flopped back onto the bed and rested my aching muscles.

A weary sigh fought its way from my lips. My conversation with Hachiman had done nothing to reassure me and everything to scare the hell out of me. At the final challenge, everyone including our host, wanted me dead. I figured the best thing I could do was lay down and get some sleep while I still could. I’d find some food in the morning but for now I needed the rest. 

Sleep came quickly, but so too did the nightmares. Haunting visions of the faces of those I’d seen in the Trial. The Crimson Court vampire, the ghoul. Eurynomos himself who would have chewed the flesh from my bones. Above it all was the Scylla, rising over me in deadly splendor, the still broken form of Edna clutched in its teeth. The cursed nymph turned on me as I stood atop a rain-soaked causeway and in a single terrifying motion it plunged toward me.

I awoke in a cold sweat, flailing in the strange bed as it took me a moment to remind myself where I was. 

My heart was racing, my throat was dry, and I looked about for a drink as I came to my senses. A plate of food sat untouched on the table, next to Hachiman’s blade. 

A terrible racket echoed through the Areopagus, followed by a trumpet call. As the call died down, the sound of steel clashing against steel carried through the fortress.

Battle was raging in the halls outside, and I didn’t have the faintest idea why.
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The door to my chamber was thrown open and the furor from the barracks beyond shook my chamber with a deafening wave of chaos.

I bolted upright and drew on my power as two figures slipped inside my bedchamber and slammed the door behind them. Leaping out of bed, I had a fist of kinetic energy forming in my right hand before my feet hit the floor. I might not be allowed to kill anyone, but I could make them regret their life choices. 

As I was about to release the conjuration, the shorter of the two turned and I recognized Edward Knight and Tan bracing themselves against the door.

“What are you doing?” I shouted, clamping down on my spell before I knocked my patron into next week.

Knight was breathing heavily. “The Areopagus... is under attack.”

“Tan?” I asked, looking for clarification. 

Who would be insane enough to attack Ares in his stronghold?

“It is madness,” Tan replied. “Darkness chokes the hall. Ares’ guards are turning on each other and their guests. We came to warn you.”

Something struck the outside of the door and it rattled on its hinges.

“We need to get out of here,” Knight replied. “Fast.”

“I can’t,” I answered. “The trial isn’t over.”

“Nonsense,” Knight replied. “Screw the competition. I’ll take being alive over dying for that prize any day. Now, open a rift and get us out of here at once.”

I shook my head. “If you’d taken the time to ask me rather than drug me and bring me here, you would know I have no idea how to pass through the Veil. And, as I was saying, I physically can’t leave,” I replied, holding up my wrist to show them my newest accessory. The silver band was glowing with a faint white light, and the steady beat of my heart seemed to resonate through it. It was unsettling, and something in Ares’ tone made me confident I didn’t want to try leaving while it was still attached.

“What’s that?” Knight asked as the door rattled once more.

“Something Ares gave us for tomorrow’s challenge. I can’t leave while I’m wearing it, and even if I wanted to, I don’t know how.”

“What kind of wizard are you?” Knight muttered, as he braced against the door.

“Enough to reduce you to cinders,” I replied, my temper building as our situation deteriorated. I was meant to at least get a good night’s sleep before being murdered, but someone had decided to jump the queue. “How did you two even get here in the first place?”

“We met one of Ares’ agents and he opened the way,” Tan replied.

“Then we are stuck here,” I replied. 

I could feel a surge of arcane power growing outside. It was as if someone was preparing to breach the door. I fashioned a shield over the door to brace it and hoped it would be enough. 

“The only way we’re getting out of here is if Ares lets us out,” I said. “We need to find him.”

A deafening explosion drowned me out, and I felt it in my core as arcane power bracketed the door and my shield. 

Then as suddenly as the chaos had begun, things went still. Deathly still.

“You want to go out there?” Knight whispered, his voice a little shaky. “Surely we could just wait things out in here.”

It was perhaps the first time I’d ever seen him afraid.

“I don’t see that we have much choice. Whoever is insane enough to attack Ares, clearly thinks they can win. If we want to live through this, we need to make sure our host comes out on top.”

Looking around the room, I noted my boots where I’d left them on the floor. They were still soaked. I searched for a weapon and saw Hachiman’s sword resting on the table beside an untouched plate of dinner. It seemed my last supper would go uneaten. I snatched the belt off my soaked pants, put it, on and slipped the saya through it.

Knight looked down at the floor. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

Tan pushed him out of the way, placing himself between Knight and the door. I lowered my shield and the door itself collapsed inward, splintering into a dozen pieces. It seemed my spell was all that was holding it up. 

A pair of hoplites charged through the opening, but I met them with magic. The fist of pure kinetic energy hurtled through the doorway, collecting them both and two more who were behind them. The soldiers went down. 

We charged out into the barracks. The first of the guards started to rise but a series of gunshots rang out behind me and the four of them collapsed, riddled with bullet holes.

I turned to find both Knight and Tan armed with pistols, as the lingering scent of spent gunpowder filled the air.

“Are you crazy?” I asked. “If those were Ares’ men, you just violated our guest rights”.

Knight patted me on the back. “I think we’re well and truly past that now. Let’s go.”

He had a point, but after seeing what Ares had done to Cora, I hated to think what he might do if we murdered a handful of his men. Sure, it was self-defense but our host had a temper, and I didn’t want to be the object of it. 

The air in the barracks was dank. Torches burned in their sconces but in spite of them, a thick darkness choked the air itself like a smoky haze. A haze that caused the hairs on my neck to stand on end and my stomach to twist and turn. 

We made our way through the hall. The sound of steel on steel rang through the mountain citadel. Something was very wrong here; I could feel it in my soul. There was a pall of pervasive terror that seemed to fill the very air itself.

Tables had been upended and a sea of bodies was strewn through the barracks, dozens of men dressed in the traditional armor of Ares’ house guard. As we picked our way through their midst, I saw one that was unlike the others. 

Alexa, the champion of Hera. Her toga was drenched with blood and her ceremonial staff of office lay snapped in half at her feet. Judging by the dozens of guards around her, she had gone out swinging. Now the blast that had rocked my chamber made sense. She had been overwhelmed, but in her final act she’d taken them with her. Well, almost all of them.

But why had the guards turned on Ares’ guests? It made no sense at all.

“An execution it would seem,” Knight remarked, looking down at the priestess. “Savages.”

Motion at the doors ahead drew my gaze, and I found a trio of guards advancing through the smoke. On spotting us, one of them began shouting in Greek. Another hurled his spear at us. I ducked the weapon, and it sailed overhead. The man reached for his sword, but Tan dropped him with a clean shot through his left eye. The other two charged at us, a battle cry rising from their lungs.

I drew on my power, ready to lay them both out, but before I could, Knight’s pistol bucked twice and they both dropped like stones.

Knight’s gun clicked empty, and he released the magazine, tossed it aside, pulled another from his suit coat, and reloaded. 

I raised an eyebrow at him as he worked. 

“What?” Knight asked. “Some of us can aim.”

“Where to now?” Tan asked, cutting off my reply.

My eyes followed the trail of bodies through the barracks and out into the hall. I had no idea what was going on, but I had a sinking feeling that I knew where it was going down.

“The arena,” I answered, pointing at the door.

“Why the arena?” Knight asked.

This couldn’t all be a coincidence. The same night that Ares sets down his gauntlets, along with a considerable portion of his power, the Areopagus gets assaulted, shattering his status as host while his guests are slaughtered. Someone was taking advantage of the Trial to pursue their own agenda. But Knight hadn’t been present when Ares had set aside the bracers. 

“After the second challenge, Ares announced the prize. Whoever triumphs tomorrow will gain his bracers for a week.”

“A piece of armor?” Tan replied. “Seems an unfitting reward for risking one’s life in the trial.”

“The bracers are the same ones he has worn for a millennia,” I replied. “He’s imparted a measure of his strength and the muscle memory of a thousand conquests into them. Whoever wields them will possess incredible power. This chaos must be cover for someone making a play for them before the challenge tomorrow.”

“That seems suicidal,” Knight replied. “Surely the other gods will side with our host.”

“Most of them cleared out,” I replied as we reached the doors. “After the second trial, Titania lost her marbles. She and Oberon bolted, as did Hera and Zeus. Few others were left besides Ares and his sons.”

“Perhaps the Mistress of Discord has returned to have her revenge,” Knight suggested. “This chaos must have an author.”

It was an interesting theory. Eris had certainly been incensed at Cora’s death. Would she move against Ares directly? There was a chance, but Ares and his sons were a force to be reckoned with. She couldn’t take them all.

“Whoever it is, they risk everything by attacking Ares in his seat of power. They will think nothing of killing the three of us, too,” Knight added.

“Then we have no other choice. We secure the gauntlets and our host’s favor,” I replied. “Then perhaps he will send us home.”

“A worthy trade if we live long enough to make it,” Knight answered, searching the hall ahead of us.

We raced down the hall toward the arena. The heavy wooden doors were ajar. I grabbed the closest and peered around it.

In the center of the arena stood the obsidian pedestal with the bracers on it. On one side Pyrros stood, panting with exertion, his sword in hand.

On the other stood the Reoánaighsidhe. The icy blue of the fae metal shone with its own light, while the full moon overhead provided enough illumination to make out what was happening.

“Watch my back,” I whispered to Knight and Tan, “but don’t step foot in the arena unless you have to. Either of them could kill you, and I’ll be able to move more freely if I’m not distracted trying to keep you both alive.”

“What are you going to do?” Knight asked.

I let out a low lingering sigh. “If either of you think I have a plan, you have been woefully misinformed.”

“Then why are you going out there?” Tan asked. “There are two of them, and neither of them like you.”

“If either of them get the bracers, they’ll kill us all. I don’t have any other choice.”

I trudged out into the arena to face two champions who would happily murder me. Pyrros, champion of Phobos, and Reoánaighsidhe, pride of the Winter Court, jockeyed for position around the pedestal. The sand was soft underfoot. As I thought back to the end of the second challenge, I remembered the look that had passed between Oberon and his champion. Had this been why he left? If Oberon were here, he’d have been bound by Ares’ law but if the attempt failed, Oberon could dismiss the champion’s actions as the selfish actions of a rogue agent. 

Oberon gained plausible deniability, but Pyrros stood in his way, trying to prevent the champion of Winter from making off with the potent relic. After all, he was a servant of Phobos. The power of Ares belonged to his patron and their family. If the Reoánaighsidhe were able to steal it, I doubted they would be so good as to return the bracers in a week.

“Looks like someone decided to start early,” I called across the arena. “Where was my invitation?”

The Winter champion cocked his head toward me. “Pyrros means to cheat us all, making off with the prize before the challenge begins. I will not be robbed of my prize. Be gone and I’ll spare your life.”

An interesting offer, given the Fae are unable to break their word. They might flake out on the spirit of a deal, but they were bound by the letter of it.

“You can’t trust the fae,” Pyrros shouted. “He wants the power for himself.” 

“If that was true,” the Reoánaighsidhe began, “why have the house guards come for us? They aren’t acting on my commands.”

I took another step forward. Pyrros launched himself at the pedestal. The Reoánaighsidhe moved his left wrist and the sand beneath Pyrros’ feet turned to ice. Pyrros’ boots slid, unable to find traction. They shot out beneath him and he landed in a heap.

The Winter champion leapt at him, his sword raised as he used his momentum to bring it down in a deadly arc. Pyrros got his sword up just in time and the Sidhe metal glanced off with a deafening clang. Pyrros struck out at the Reoánaighsidhe’s leg, his sword slicing through the Sidhe armor and biting into his flesh.

The Sidhe shrieked in agony, the steel inflicting as much damage as the wound itself.

He bellowed in his own tongue, and a barrage of icicles, like sharpened daggers, blossomed out from him. Three of them punched deep into Pyrros, impaling him against the sand.

I raised my hand and whispered a shield spell.

A blazing red shield materialized in front of me, just in time for a handful of the deadly shards to embed themselves in it.

Pyrros grunted as he pulled himself to his feet. Ignoring the shards sticking out of his body, he lumbered toward the Sidhe warrior. Their swords met in a dizzying exchange of strikes as the wounded champions tried to finish off their foe.

I wanted to intervene, but I was unsure where to add my effort. I was more than willing to see Pyrros dead after what had happened to Tadashii, but the Sidhe had a point. Pyrros could have used his relationship to have the guards stir up trouble while he stole the bracers. If so, I couldn’t cut down a potential ally. 

If Pyrros was behind the attack, it was unlikely he was working alone but he had to be acting contrary to the wishes of Ares. If Ares wanted his son’s champions to possess his power, he would have simply given it to them. There would have been no need to hold the Trial in the first place. 

If I could just lock down the bracers until Ares arrived to claim them, he could sort out this hot mess. 

Pyrros went high, a blow designed to take off the Reoánaighsidhe’s head. The Sidhe warrior ducked the blow and leapt forward, driving his hand into Pyrros’ breast plate, and pushed hard, knocking him off balance. Pyrros went tumbling over onto his back as the Reoánaighsidhe brought his sword down, driving it straight through Pyrros’ chest.

The icy cool blade of the Winter champion pierced straight through Pyrros’ heart. I couldn’t help but feel that it was sweet karma for what he’d done to Tadashii. The Sidhe smiled as Pyrros went limp. No one could survive such a blow. Reaching for the obsidian plinth, the Reoánaighsidhe grabbed the first bracer and tried to lift it. The piece of golden armor wouldn’t move. Stepping closer, he shifted his grip and tried to peel it off the plinth but once more it didn’t budge an inch.

I put two and two together.

“Forgetting something?” I called out, tapping the Ares band that was still attached to my wrist. “Ares said only the final champion could lift them. Two of us remain.”

The winter champion turned toward me. “On your knees and I’ll grant you a quick death like him. If you test me, I will make you suffer.”

I was no match for the Winter Champion. I had watched him dual Pyrros. His dizzying speed and lithe grace I couldn’t hope to equal. Hell, I’d hardly ever used a knife for more than buttering bread, let alone a sword.

But I’d never used this sword, and that was what I was counting on, or rather, who I was counting on. I reached for my belt and drew the katana of Hachiman.

There was a ring of steel as the blade cleared the saya. I stepped forward, placing my weight on my right foot as my body moved subconsciously into a stance. The katana hummed in my hands, and I could feel its power. I was placing all my faith in the weapon and hoping to hell that it would react to me the same way it had Tadashii. It was a terrible gamble, but it was my best bet. The Reoánaighsidhe was wounded, and I hoped that would level the playing field.

The Winter champion raised his sword and charged at me. As he closed, he feinted high and cut down, towards my left leg. Hachiman’s blade moved of its own accord, deflecting the strike, before rolling my wrist and bringing it back across his chest. The Sidhe moved like flowing water, ducking under the blow and kicking at my chest. I dodged to the right, sidestepping his boot, and brought Hachiman’s blade down in a vertical strike that could have cleaved my foe in half. Again, he danced back out of the way. Hachiman’s blade moved like quicksilver but the Sidhe was always one step ahead, darting aside before lunging back in with withering blows that would prove fatal should a single one pass my guard.

My arms began to tire as the katana rose and fell, twisted and parried. I wasn’t used to the weight or the intensity of the dual. 

The Sidhe was sweating. His moist hair was matted to his face, but still he launched another furious assault.

I parried the first strike, turned, and brought the katana of Hachiman across my body in a disemboweling slash. The Reoánaighsidhe took one step toward it, and then flipped sideways over my blade as it whistled harmlessly beneath him. The momentum of the strike carried the blade away from him as he landed inside my guard. Without hesitation, he drove his sword into my thigh.

Fae metal as cold as ice sliced through my muscles, as the blade pierced through my left leg.

I cried out in pain, as my leg seemed to freeze.

The Sidhe let out a triumphant cry and yanked his blade out. The wound should have bled profusely but the magic of his blade seemed to have frozen everything that it had passed through. It was agony. Instead of bleeding out, I was going to die of frostbite. The Sidhe kicked the katana out of my hands, and I collapsed to my right knee. Everything in my left leg was numb and my body was going into shock. The Reoánaighsidhe stood before me as I struggled to keep myself from falling over. My right hand clutched a handful of sand as he raised his weapon for the killing blow.

Sand in the eyes was an old trick, and a dirty one, and clearly the sidhe had been there before.

“You reek of desperation.” The Sidhe scoffed.

I didn’t answer him. I needed what little breath I had for my last word.

“Planchar,“ I groaned. It was little more than a whisper, but my fist glowed as magic coursed through my hand and everything in it.

The Reoánaighsidhe brought his blade down as I raised my hand and threw it in his face.

He’d been expecting sand; what he got was a face full of cold iron.

Closing his eyes did nothing to spare him from the cold touch of the iron as it struck him everywhere in a dense cloud. The iron burnt everything it touched. The Sidhe opened his eyes and the blue orbs were full of murder, as angry blistering welts formed all over his face and neck.

The Reoánaighsidhe’s shrieking filled the arena as I dragged myself to my feet. I slowly stooped down, picked up Hachiman’s blade, and started hobbling toward the sidhe. He fell down on his hands and knees.

I felt like an executioner—until he dove for his sword. I raised the katana to block a blow that never came. Instead, the Winter champion took his sword, slid his left wrist forward, and brought the blade down on his own arm, severing it just above Ares’ bracelet.

I stood, in slack-jawed amazement, as his left hand fell forward, the silver band still attached. His arm was cauterized by the freezing magic of his weapon, and he looked up at me and hissed in unbridled rage.

I raised Hachiman’s blade but before I could bring it down, a portal opened beside the Sidhe. Through it I could see snowy plains and a bleak black stone fortress. The Reoánaighsidhe pitched himself onto his side, rolling through the portal, and it closed behind him, leaving me standing over his severed hand. 

Silence filled the arena. A faint crack drew my eyes to the Reoánaighsidhe’s hand as the silver band Ares had given him popped open and fell into the sand.

There was a second crack, and I turned to find Pyrros’ band laying loose beside him. Moments later, my own opened and fell off my wrist.

I shook my head. I’d done it. I was last champion standing in the Areopagus. Relief flooded my pained system, and I could barely believe my luck.

I limped forward to the obsidian plinth, my left leg unable to take my weight, so I dragged it behind me through the sand.

Laying a hand on Ares’ bracers, I felt the energy coursing through it. With the silver bands deactivated the bracers lifted easily off the plinth. I held the might of the god of war in my hands, and his power coursed through me.

I let out a long breath, my racing heart pounding in my chest.

Behind me, a slow clap echoed over the arena.

I was not alone.
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Chapter 19


[image: image]


The trickle of applause was coming from the pavilion of the gods. 

I raised my gaze to the top of the arena’s walls and my heart stopped.

Phobos sat on Ares’ throne. Deimos lounged at his left, thick dark mist pouring out of his right hand, while on his knees before them, was Ares the god of war.

Ares was red faced and fuming as he kneeled, his hair pulled back by Eris who stood behind him with a dagger pressed firmly against his throat.

Phobos clapped. “Well done, Seth. What a show.”

I had no words for the scene before me, but now I knew why the Areopagus was in such turmoil. The attack hadn’t come from without, but within. The guards we’d faced must have been members of the son’s legions. The pall of terror that had been cast over the citadel seemed to be emanating from Deimos, some type of psychological assault born of the arcane.

“I must say, none of us expected you to survive the first challenge, let alone triumph,” Phobos continued, before turning to his brother. “Clearly we chose our champions poorly, Deimos.”

I watched in abject silence, Ares’ bracers gripped in one hand as I contemplated what I should do. Ares, my host and a god, was on his knees about to have his throat cut. I didn’t think such things could kill an immortal being but given it was his sister Eris who held the knife, I was willing to concede that my understanding of immortality was woefully inadequate. Based on Ares’ submission, it seemed likely she knew exactly what she was doing.

Inside every man was a little madness. And that voice was telling me to put on Ares’ bracers. I considered it, but bracers or not, in my current condition, there was no way I could move enough to contend with anyone for long, let alone three gods. 

I studied them in silence. Phobos, Deimos, and Eris. Fear, terror, and discord personified. The words of the Oracle of Delphi came flooding back to my mind.

Mighty Ares master of war, 

Summoner of champions by the score, 

Fear, Discord, and Terror rise,

When his games are fraught with lies.

This was what the Oracle had seen. It was the reason why Apollo was determined to have me compete. Somehow, the prophet had known the treachery that lurked in his brother Ares’ house. But what could I do against this? They had played their hand and won. Ares the god of war was an inch of pressure away from a meteoric decline in station. I didn’t want any part of this. I’d had enough of meddling in the affairs of the Olympians. I wanted to walk away, but I had no way home, and no idea what would happen if I let the scene before me play out.

“My apologies for the disruption,” I called up to the gods. “but as I seem to have interrupted some sort of family matter I’ll just see myself out and leave you to your business.” 

I started to slowly back away, a gesture made all the more awkward by my maimed leg.

“Nonsense, Seth. You’re right on time,” Deimos called back. “We will offer you the same deal we offered our champions. Surrender the bracers to us and we will give you anything you want.”

That was a blank check that boggled the mind. Just what favors could a trio of gods grant? While dozens of ridiculous suggestions flooded through my mind, right now I’d have given just about anything I had to make it safely home to Weybridge Manor. I wanted to see my family again, to hold Lara in my arms, to hear Dizzy’s laugh and Murdock’s reproach.

There was also the matter of my leg. That was certainly going to need a healer. My list of demands was growing by the moment, but it didn’t really matter; my hands were tied. If Phobos was willing to kill off his own father, they would think nothing of killing me. 

And they would do it the second I surrendered the gauntlets. They wouldn’t want any witnesses of their duplicity. After all, Hera would be back tomorrow and the mother of the gods would likely not respond well to her son being executed in his own home.

The guards massacring the guests made more sense. They were disposing of anyone not loyal to the cause: Phobos and his insurrection. I considered my predicament, searching for a way out. Looking up at Ares, I found his eyes fixed on me, following my every move.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I called. “You would kill your own father, for what?”

Phobos leaned forward on his throne.

“Our bargain doesn’t come with an explanation, mortal. The reasons are our own and we are doing what must be done.”

I nodded, took half a labored step forward, and dragged my useless leg along the sand behind me. I needed to buy some time while I figured out a plan.

“I get the temptation, I really do,” I called up at Phobos. “My father is a right royal pain in the ass. Hardly a day goes by when I don’t at least wonder what life might be like without him, but this. There is no coming back from this.”

Phobos laughed. “Don’t concern yourself with it, Seth. It is the natural order among our kind. The strong survive, new gods topple the old, and the weak perish. My father has grown bored and weak. Look at this spectacle. He was willing to gift his power to others in a last-ditch attempt to cause conflict and stay relevant. It’s pathetic.”

“And you could do better?” I asked.

Phobos shrugged, seemingly unconcerned with my approaching the pavilion. “Look at the world. Fear and terror reign. Our power is unequaled, our influence universal. We are the future. He is the past.”

“So I give you the gauntlets, you kill off good old Dad, and then you let me and my patrons leave. That’s what you’re offering?”

Phobos went to open his mouth, but I cut him off. “That’s what you’re offering in exchange for the power of the god of war.”

“Yes,” Phobos said as he leaned his chin on his hand.

I turned the bracers over in my hand.

“You know, these are pretty nice,” I called as I edged closer to the pavilion. “Maybe I should keep them.”

“We can always come down there and take them off your corpse,” Deimos said with the confidence of a man who’d killed many times.

I nodded slowly. “You could. But with your father’s bracers and the katana of Hachiman, it might just be putting yourself in a little more danger than you’d like to admit. This is no ordinary sword. I’m willing to bet it could do some real damage even to beings of your kind.”

“You would fight very bravely, and die very quickly, and for what?” Eris called back. “Look how he turns on his own blood. He killed my champion Cora right in front of you. He threw me out of his house. Millennia we have been together, and he turned on me like that.”

Eris snapped the fingers of her left hand and it jerked Ares’ head enough that the knife pricked the skin of his throat. A tiny rivulet of blood ran down his neck, and Ares’ face turned the same color as it. 

Eris glared down at me. “He will not reward your loyalty.”

I couldn’t help but agree with her. “You’re probably right. All my life I have been fighting for the underdogs. Maybe today’s a good day to be a joiner.” 

I held the bracers out in one hand, Hachiman’s sword clutched tight in the other as it rested across my shoulders.

“I’ll give you that,” I called to Eris. “It wasn’t fair what happened to Cora. She was innocent. At least, she wasn’t the one pulling the strings.”  

“What do you mean?” Eris called back. “Ares killed her. You saw that.”

“Yes,” I conceded. “For breaking her guest rights. But I also know that she was just as shocked as everybody else. She may have done it, but she didn’t remember; neither did she do it of her own accord. She was being manipulated.”

“By who?” Eris demanded.

I knew the truth. I knew exactly who had set Cora up to be slaughtered. There was only one problem. They were already dead, and the truth wouldn’t help me here. So I took a little leaf out of her book and sowed some discord.

“You tell me. Who stood to gain the most by her death?” 

It wasn’t a lie. The killer certainly gained by her death, but I was looking to cast the blame a little further afield. Fortunately, gods were a little paranoid.

Eris shifted her stance and looked at Phobos and Deimos. They had certainly gained a powerful ally the night Ares had cast her out of the Areopagus.

That was the thing about discord. People had a tendency to believe the worst, and they only needed the slightest of nudges to get there. It was human nature, and apparently we got that from the gods. 

Eris raised her dagger and pointed at Phobos’ chest.

“I swear, if a word of this is true,” she began.

She never got to finish her sentence. Ares launched himself to his feet. The back of his head slammed into her jaw with a deafening crack that caused the hairs on my neck to stand on end. Eris went flying backward as Ares rushed forward. Phobos and Deimos went for their weapons, but I was already on the move.

I hurled the bracers up at the pavilion and Ares leapt onto the parapet to meet them. The bracers knew their master, and seemed to seek out his wrists of their own accord. The golden bracers snapped shut, but he was still unarmed.

I remedied that by hurling Hachiman’s sword up to him. As his son’s weapons cleared the scabbard, Ares snatched the katana out of the air, took two strides, and jumped off the wall, running straight at them. Phobos raised his sword, but Ares brought down the katana of Hachiman, striking it just above the hilt and shearing straight through the steel of the blade, leaving Phobos holding nothing more than a handle. 

With his other hand, Ares backhanded Phobos hard enough to send him flying back into the throne, which cracked at the impact. Deimos lunged at his father. Ares caught the blow on his own weapon before flicking it away. Darting in close, he punched Deimos in the throat, sending the god of Terror to his knees. Ares shirt-fronted his son and hurled him back at Eris.

The two of them crashed through three thrones before coming to a rest in a crumpled heap.

“You should have known better. I raised you better,” Ares bellowed. “I gave you everything.”

Phobos glared at me and muttered, “What have you done?”

Deimos raised his hand, and arcane power surged through the arena. A bolt of emerald arcana hurtled from his outstretched hand. Ares waved his hand like he was buffing a car and a portal opened between them. The arcana vanished into its depths. The god of war strode past the portal, bearing down on his sons.

He grabbed Phobos by his breastplate and unceremoniously hurled him through the open rift. Eris and Deimos struggled to extricate themselves, but he was upon them. He ripped them to their feet, before tossing them through the portal after Phobos. Eris screamed as she sailed through the open portal, but Ares closed his fist. The portal shut and the screams of the Mistress of Discord was cut short. Ares placed a hand on the parapet and vaulted over it, landing deftly on the floor of the arena.

I feared I was going to be hurled into an abyss or cut down where I stood. Ares certainly had a temper and as the god of war’s shoulders rose and fell with each breath, it seemed a distinct possibility.

He stalked toward me, and I cringed backward. I wasn’t a coward, but there were some reflexes you couldn’t switch off. 

When he reached me, he held out the sword. “My thanks for the distraction.” 

I took it gingerly. “Couldn’t you have just done all that before and saved me the effort?”

“I awoke with Eris’ knife at my throat. You do not reason with an angry woman holding a knife, Seth. You must wait until it is pointed elsewhere.”

“How did you know she wouldn’t just slit your throat?” I asked as my heartbeat slowly returned to normal.

Ares’ mouth perked up into a smile. “That would have required her to trust my sons, something that goes against her nature.”

“What will happen to them now?” I asked. “Where did you send them?”

“Somewhere quiet to reconsider their life choices,” Ares replied, looking me up and down.

“You’re not going to kill them?” I asked, my voice little more than a whisper.

Ares shook his head. “They are my blood. Besides, if I did, I would have to deal with their mother. Far safer to send them somewhere out of the way and give them time to come to their senses.”

I scratched my head. After seeing him enraged, I’d expected him to cut them down where they stood. “Seems very lenient.” 

“One does not kill a god without consequence,” Ares replied. “Nature abhors a vacuum. Their place would be taken by another.”

“One not tied to you by blood,” I mused out loud. “So you gave them a vacation?”

“A most unpleasant one,” he replied as he dropped to one knee to examine my thigh. 

Having the god of war kneeling in front of me made me more than a little uncomfortable. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, looking down at him.

“It would damage my standing if I let my newest champion die on his first day,” Ares answered, poking at the wound. It was still numb to the touch. “Fae magic is a treacherous thing.”

“Champion?” I muttered, unsure my ears were hearing things correctly.

Ares placed his hand over the wound, and a golden light bathed it. The numb sensation below my waist started to recede and a warmth flowed through my leg before radiating up into the rest of my being, taking with it my fatigue, my stress, and my pain.

“Indeed. I don’t see any other options, do you, Mr. Caldwell?”

“I told you,” a voice called from behind me. 

I looked over my shoulder as Edward Knight strolled across the arena, Tan only a step behind him.

“That you did,” Ares replied as he removed his bracers. “Just don’t tell Apollo. He’s insufferable when he’s right.”

“So we have an accord?” Knight asked, his eyes lingering over the bracers.

“As promised. One week.” And with that, Ares handed Edward Knight his prize. The most dangerous human I’d ever met, wielding the power of the god of war. I raised my hand to protest but Ares cut me off. “What was promised cannot be undone. Use them well, Knight. I will come for them in seven days.”

Knight went to speak but Ares waved his hand at him and Tan. The two of them simply vanished, leaving Ares and I alone.

“Hardly seems fair,” I replied. “I risk everything and he gains the reward.”

“You owed him,” Ares replied. “Consider your matter with him concluded.”

“I saved your life,” I protested.

“And you will have your reward,” Ares answered. “I refuse to be in your debt, wizard.” 

He reached beneath his armor and pulled out a leather cord that hung from his neck. A gold coin dangled from it like a pendant. 

He handed it to me. “Never take it off.” 

“What is it?” I asked, examining the coin.

“Enough money for a journey. Should you need it, no other fare will do.”

Ares’ cryptic response only served to heighten my confusion, but I wasn’t going to reject his gift. I took the coin and put it on, fastening the leather thong over my head.

I tucked the coin beneath my shirt. “Can I ask you one more question?” 

“Certainly. You’re my champion, after all. What kind of master would I be if I didn’t at least indulge your curiosity?”

I smiled. Finally, I could get some answers. More than any other, one question came to mind. “Why did you try so hard to get me killed?”

Ares looked at me, his steely eyes staring down into mine. I felt like he could see clear to my soul. He smiled, and I could have sworn he knew exactly what I was thinking. He went to open his mouth but closed it and raised his hand.

“No, no, no!” I shouted, raising my hand in protest as he swept his own before me. 

In the blink of an eye, the Areopagus vanished and I found myself standing on a gravel driveway. Weybridge Manor stood before me, and a weak winter sun beat down on my neck.

I shouted, shaking my fist at the heavens. Why couldn’t these gods just give me a straight answer?
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Chapter 20


[image: image]


I shook my head in frustration. Ares had done his level best to ensure I didn’t make it through the trial. The irony that after everything, it was me that had helped deliver him from his sons probably wasn’t lost on him. 

But what I wanted to know was whether the harsh hand he dealt me in the earlier challenges was out of some greater purpose that I was unaware of, or as my working theory went, he had tried to have the champions of less than divine patrons killed off early, in an attempt to secure new alliances with another deity.

In any event, he seemed intent on not giving me any closure. I might have complained but he was hardly the first of the Olympians to leave me with more questions than answers. Apollo, Hera, Zeus, and Ares. All of them had been eager for my aid when it suited them but didn’t see fit to fill me in on the greater picture.

Something else was at play; I could feel it in my bones. The Olympians were jockeying for position. The Valkyrie were recruiting as Odin mustered his forces. And none of them seemed to be responding to the vampire attack underway in New York City. 

It seemed the supernatural and mortal worlds were on a collision course; only the normals had no idea it was coming.

I trudged toward the house. Ares had healed the damage to my leg, but in the cool of London’s winter, I could still feel a twinge as I placed my weight on it. A lasting reminder of my time with the Reoánaighsidhe. Considering the face full of iron I had given him, it seemed likely that I’d got the better end of that engagement. Somewhere, the Winter Champion was trudging through the snow, minus a hand and dealing with a bad case of iron allergies. If I never saw him again, I would count myself fortunate.

Which was likely better than he would be when Oberon caught up with him. The Winter King didn’t strike me as one who tolerated failure.

The front door of Weybridge Manor opened, and Lara came running down the steps at me.

“Seth!” she cried, racing across the gravel driveway. 

I hobbled toward her, my bare feet smarting on the cold stones. Lara leapt into my arms, and I did my best not to fall on my ass. It was the least challenging thing I’d faced in three days but in my exhausted state, it took everything I had.

“I thought I’d lost you,” she whispered in my ear.

I held her tight. “You won’t get out of marrying me that easily.” 

Landing on her feet, Lara closed her fist and punched me right in the chest. “Don’t say things like that.”

“Ow,” I muttered, rubbing my chest. “Easy, tiger, I’ve been through hell the last few days.”

“He’s back,” a voice cried in a thick Irish accent. “Thank the Lord, he’s back.”

I looked up to see Murdoch standing in the doorway. Dizzy shoved her way past him, raced down the steps, and threw her arms around both Lara and me.

“I told you he’d be back.” She grinned to Lara. “He takes a lot of killing, our Seth.”

“Good to see you too, Dizzy,” I said, holding back my emotions before they could overwhelm me. “You had me worried at Delphi.”

Dizzy let out a giddy squeal. “I know, but I shifted into Python. One of Gaia’s children, can you believe it?”

“It was bad ass,” I replied, savoring the moment.

“You best be coming inside now, Seth,” Murdoch called. “Your mother is making dinner and she’ll not be impressed if you keep her waiting.”

“We can’t have that,” I replied, steering everyone toward the house.

As we strode up the steps and through the door, I leaned over to Lara. “Your boss knows you’re alive. I suspect he’ll reach out soon.”

Lara’s eyes bulged. “The Director? How?”

“I ran into him while I was with Edward Knight.”

Lara squeezed my hand so hard I thought she might break a bone. “You what?”

“It’s a long story but I think we managed to bury the hatchet. At least, I think we did. I don’t know, a lot was going on at the time.”

“Where were you?” Lara asked. “We looked everywhere for you but there was no sign of you. I got back to the hotel and Tan was gone too.”

I nodded. “Yep. Turns out Knight wasn’t too happy about me failing to procure the Oracle. So they borrowed me.”

“Kidnapped, you mean?” Lara replied.

“Something like that,” I replied as we entered the dining room. 

My mother looked up and almost dropped the pot she was carrying. “Seth?”

“I’m back, Mom,” was all I could manage before my voice caught in my throat. I’d expected never to see any of them again, and the joy of being wrong was overwhelming.

“When they got back without you, I feared the worst,” my mother said, her voice little more than a whisper.

I wrapped my arms around my mother and hugged her tightly. “I know, Mom. I’m sorry. If I could have sent word, I would have. Is Dad here?”

“He’s out taking care of some things. He should be back later tonight,” she replied.

I was sure he would have strong opinions on everything that had transpired. It was probably good that I had a few hours to unwind before he got home. There was a lot I wanted to talk about with him though.

We sat down and Mom began doling out servings of shepherd’s pie. 

Murdoch, who was sitting across the table from me, looked at me sternly. “Are you going to tell us what happened or are we going to have to pry it out of you boy?”

So I told them everything. My arrival in the Areopagus. Ares’ interview, then meeting a dozen supernatural beings I had only ever heard of. I told them of my journey through the underworld, followed by the bizarre banquet. I laughed as I mentioned my tango with Hera, which in hindsight I probably should have left out, based on Lara’s glare.

“You told me you couldn’t dance,” Lara almost growled at me.

“He can’t,” Dizzy replied. “Seth doing a tango is about as likely as pigs flying. And in a pinch, I’d put my money on the pigs.”

“Thanks, Dizzy,” I answered before telling them of Hera’s enchantment. 

They all got a real laugh out of my interview with Zeus. Of course, I left out a few of the details, as I wasn’t sure what to make of them yet, and what was significant and what wasn’t. The Trial had been so hectic, I was still trying to get everything straight in my head. I told them of my trip through the realm of Poseidon. Tadashii’s fall and my encounter with the Valkyrie. I told them of the Scylla and my rain-soaked climb up the peak back to the Areopagus. I concluded with my dual in the arena, and Ares exiling his heirs.

My mother shook her head. “I’m starting to regret asking you for the details. You could have died.”

“Many times,” I conceded. “But I didn’t.”

Lara squeezed my hand. “I would have loved to meet them. All of those gods in one place, it must’ve been fascinating.”

“There’s only God,” Murdoch replied, as he spooned another mouthful of shepherd’s pie onto his plate. “Just because they have more power than we can fathom doesn’t make them omniscient, omnipotent, or omnipresent. Don’t be mistaking power for divinity.”

I cocked my head to the side and looked at my friend. He avoided my eyes, staring down at his plate as he began shoveling shepherd’s pie into his mouth. More than ever, I had the distinct impression that my pilot had been less than transparent with us about his past. Questions had arisen at Delphi that needed to be answered. I had seen him endure an arcane blast that should have killed him, yet he emerged unscathed. He knew things and said things that no normal should have known, and on top of that there was his conflict with Levi the bar keeper at The Run. Murdoch and I were overdue for a long conversation.

“What’s the deal with the sword?” Dizzy asked, pointing to Hachiman’s blade that I had set down on the bench.

“I promised I would give it to Tadashii’s daughter, if she wanted it,” I answered. There was no reason to hide my intentions as they would likely be accompanying me on the trip to do just that.

“Where is she?” Lara asked.

“Fukuoka, Japan,” I replied, before picking up my glass and draining its contents. I couldn’t recall when I’d last had a glass of water.

“When are we leaving, boss?” Murdoch asked.

“Murdoch,” my mother chided. “My boy just got home. Leave him be.”

I went quiet. I didn’t want to disappoint my mother but with everything that was happening, I couldn’t afford to sit here in the manor twiddling my fingers.

“He’s right, Mom,” I said, setting down my fork. “We’ll be leaving soon.”

“Oh?” Her cheeks fell as she tried to hide her disappointment. “Where to this time?”

“New York City,” I replied.

“Back to New York?” Lara asked, wincing. “Why?”

“Apparently a coven of vampires has attacked the city. I’m sure the people of New York could use our help.”

“You’re doing it again,” Dizzy said, refilling her glass of wine. “You know, that thing you do where you lead with an insane suggestion and leave out the part that makes you sound even more mental.”

I sighed. She knew me too well.

Nodding slowly, I figured I’d just rip off the band-aid in one go. “It’s not just the vampires. I got a lead about my curse.”

“Oh, yeah?” Dizzy asked, narrowing her eyes on me.

“Yep,” I replied, taking a mouthful of shepherd’s pie. The warm savory mince was heaven in my mouth as I chewed.

“And...?” Lara prodded.

“And hopefully New York has the answers I’m looking for,” I replied.

Lara craned her head toward me. “Why do I feel like that’s still not the whole story?”

“Experience,” Murdoch added, folding his arms.

I leaned back in my chair. “There’s a witch who has a book I need. Her name’s Kasey Chase.”

After the attack on New York every wizard in the world knew who she was. 

My mother nearly dropped her fork. “Seth! You leave her alone—and just forget the book. It’s not worth your life.”

I set my knife and fork on my plate. “Don’t worry. We’re just going to borrow it.”

The End

Seth’s on a collision course with one of the world’s most notorious witches.  

Find out what happens when they face off in Half-Blood’s Birthright.

Want another great read for free?

Curious who Kasey Chase might be? Seth’s about to meet her, why not follow her journey in the Conjuring A Coroner series? You can get the first book and all my newsletter exclusive short stories by joining my newsletter.

Visit – https://readerlinks.com/l/2082448
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Dear Reader,

I hope you enjoyed Half-Blood’s Debt. It was a huge installment, not only in this series but in this universe. The cast of characters is massive, and we get our first look at some of the powerful beings who have been pulling strings behind the scenes. This won’t be the last time we see them.

Are you ready for Half-Blood’s Birthright? Seth is heading back to New York City hunting for Kasey Chase and bound to get far more than he’s bargained for. Kasey is the main character in my Conjuring a Coroner series and is no shrinking violet. What’s going to happen when these two heroes go head-to-head? I guess you’ll have to read on to find out. 

Before you leap into the next book, I wanted to thank you for being here. 

It’s still a little wild to me that other people love these stories rolling around in my head. So, thanks for being a part of helping me get the word out. Every time you read one of my books or share them with your family and friends, it helps my little universe come to life.

If you’ve enjoyed this book, I would love it if you could take a minute or two to leave a review for me.

Visit this link or head to your favorite retailer. 

Thank you, your support makes all the difference. Until next time!

S. C. Stokes

P.S. If you have anything you want to ask or share with me, feel free to reach out on any of the below.

You can find me on:

Facebook

Bookbub
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Email: samuel@samuelcstokes.com

––––––––
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Want to see my other titles? Head to my website

https://www.samuelcstokes.com/

Or sign up to my newsletter where you’ll receive exclusive short stories, giveaways, behind the scenes look into my series, and so much more. My newsletter is the place to go to never miss sales, new releases and special merch. Click the link below or type it into your browser.

https://www.books.samuelcstokes.com/jointhevips

If you enjoy social media, I have a growing group of readers who love to hang out, share their favorite reads, funny animal pictures, and torment me about when my next book is coming out.

www.facebook.com/groups/scstokesarcanoverse/
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“Here goes nothing,” I told myself as I pushed off the roof. 

I flew off the building far quicker than I had anticipated, both gravity and the smooth carbon fiber line assisting in accelerating me across the gulf between the buildings. It was all of a second before I was applying the brake to arrest my descent. There was a slight shriek as it engaged and my pace slowed from Angry Bird being fired out of a cannon to Usain Bolt in his prime, only I was headed for a brick wall, not a finish line.

Still, it was as good as I was going to get. As my feet crossed over the rail of the balcony, I let go, landing on my feet like a cat, before dropping into a roll. I knew better than to try and let my ankles take all the abuse. In spite of my care, my sore ankle still sent a jolt of pain that went straight through me.

I groaned as I rolled across the balcony and came to a stop. My breath returned in short, ragged gasps.

I’d made it.

Dragging myself to my feet, I set down the duffel and took long deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

“That looked uncomfortable,” Lara whispered into the mike.

I gasped and panted as I tried to get my breath back. 

“Let’s just say it’s a good thing these pants are black,” I replied. “But I made it. Let’s go radio silent while I get the book. If you need to keep those snipers down, do it. Chances are, I’ll have to leave here in a hurry and the only way is down. I’ll need cover for at least a minute.”

“I’ve got your back,” Lara replied. “Always.”

I triggered the small charge that released the wire from the opposite end and pulled the lightweight cable to my side, before stashing the spool behind a potted plant on the balcony. It wouldn’t stop anyone from seeing the wire buried in the roof above, if they got close enough, but at least it would make it more difficult. 

I also turned around my braking mechanism in case I needed to leave in a hurry. 

I reached into the duffel and drew out my lockpicks, before hiding the duffel behind the same plant. 

Making my way to the door, I listened for any indication that anyone inside had heard my approach, but there was no movement. Opening the case, I selected a pick and a torsion device.

I could use magic to open the lock, but I was robbing Kasey Chase. Any hint of the arcane might trigger wards or safeguards she had in place, or give away my presence. So, I opted for the silent but mundane approach. The lock took the better part of a minute before the keyway turned. I tested the door and it slid open, a little louder than I would have liked.

I reached out with my senses, searching for any indication that the door had been tampered or trapped with magic, but got nothing. I pulled it open the rest of the way and slipped inside the apartment before easing the door shut behind me. 

The apartment was dark and still. Fortunately, I could move quietly when I needed to; I’d swapped my boots for a soft pair of sneakers which were less likely to scuff the floor as I slowly made my way around the apartment.

I searched the living room and kitchen, but I was confident I knew where the tome was. I had last seen her carrying it into the bedroom before shutting the curtains, but I searched anyway just in case. Maybe I was being thorough, or maybe I was procrastinating the most dangerous part of this heist: sneaking into the room containing the sleeping form of New York’s resident bad ass.

When my search came up empty, I was left with no other choice. I reached out with my senses, looking for any arcane presence in the apartment. It didn’t surprise me one bit when I felt two signatures. 

The elemental power coming from the bedroom was like a small inferno. I couldn’t miss it. The second was more subtle, but there was a malignant presence to it that was similarly impossible to ignore. I had dabbled with enough relics in my time to feel the Forbidden, even at this distance. Something about the tome or its creation had invoked practices that would get a wizard killed nowadays. 

Unfortunately, there was no shortage of practitioners seeking to increase their access to the arcane. Many would go to dangerous lengths to imbue relics with power. If this book was what the Director had claimed, it would surely reek of the stuff, and it did.

Both traces of power were coming from the bedroom. I made my way quietly to the door and placed my hand on it. 

Gingerly, I twisted the handle and pushed the door open. It swung in silently and in the semidarkness, I saw the tome resting on the end of the bed, its red runes casting an eerie light through the room. It was less than ten feet away. Unfortunately, it was also less than two feet from the curled-up form of the sleeping witch.

Sleeping with the tome? Clearly, she had trust issues. Though, given I was sneaking into the penthouse in the dead of night, I could hardly blame her. 

I stalked quietly across the room and picked up the tome. The power in it surged through my hand as soon as I touched the leather-bound manuscript.

I panicked. What if that woke her?

I studied the sleeping form, but it didn’t move. 

But something behind me did.

My heart leapt straight into my throat as I whirled around, the Libro Sanguis still clutched in one arm. 

In the darkness, I barely had a moment to register the shape of a woman charging at me. I lowered the tome and tried to brace myself for the impending tackle. I didn’t realize the fake out until it was too late. Her right fist hurtled into my jaw with a deafening crack. The tome fell from my hands, the world turning black as I collapsed.

A woman’s voice roused me from my unconscious haze. “Good morning, sunshine. You seem to have gotten a little lost.” 

My head lolled to one side, accompanied by the embarrassing sensation of what I was pretty sure was my own drool running down my chin.

I blinked as I tried to adjust to the light in the room. I was in the living room of the penthouse, sitting in a chair, and from the feel of the cold steel against my wrists, they’d been handcuffed behind my back.

There’s more magic, mischief, and mayhem coming in Half-Blood’s Birthright.

Visit - https://www.samuelcstokes.com/halfbloodsbirthright
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The force of the explosion flipped the Bentley onto its side as it careened off the driveway. The blast slammed into Kasey, knocking her off her feet. 

She lay on the asphalt, her heart racing. Her eyes searched the ruined vehicle. Flames billowed from the vehicle as it ground to a halt, a plume of oily black smoke rising into the air. 

No one could have survived that blast. Even a wizard would have needed time to raise a ward. They would have needed to know it was coming, and even Kasey with her gifts had not considered it a possibility.

She was rooted to the spot as a gurgling scream carried across the yard. She willed her body to get up, but her system was still in shock as Vincent raced past her prone form toward the car. He crossed the driveway in seconds, sweeping his hands before him, extinguishing the blaze with magic, but the scream had already died down. 

Kasey knew why. It was too late. Tanner Harrington was dead. The only person who hadn’t been staying in the Villa the night Lester had died. The only child whose innocence was unquestionable was gone. It was so sudden.

The violence of the explosion had clearly shocked James also. He pulled himself to his feet but stood staring at the smoldering wreck still billowing smoke. Still lying on the ground, she tore her eyes from the burning Bentley and looked beneath the town car. Her town car.

Strapped beneath the vehicle was a small package with a blinking red light on it.

A bomb. It had to be a bomb. She couldn’t see a timer, which meant only one thing: someone had the detonator.

She scrabbled to her feet, shouting, “James, get away from the car.” 

James looked at Kasey, registering her warning but not moving a muscle. His eyes bulged as he realized the threat. 

Kasey raced towards James, grabbed him by his suit, and yanked him past the car. After all, he was just a normal, another pawn in the Harrington machine. A willing one perhaps, but one these psychotic brats wouldn’t lose a minute over killing.

“What’s going on?” James shouted as they continued to run.

“World War Three!” Kasey yelled. 

They hadn’t even made it to the edge of the parking area when the town car exploded. The blast catapulted them both forward onto the ground. 

A sharp pain shot through her arm as she broke her fall, rolling across the driveway.  She felt the tender kiss of the asphalt as it tore at her jacket and slacks. Coming to a halt, she tried to stand but her world was still spinning. Resting her head against the ground for a moment, she sucked in a deep breath. Sweat ran down her brow, as she gasped for air. Pain shot down her right side, and a dozen other minor cuts and bruises clamored for her attention.

“James?” she moaned, fearing the worst.

“I’m not dead, but I’ve been better,” he replied. “Been worse too though so I guess I can’t complain. I haven’t had someone try to blow me up in years.” 

“Lester’s will,” Kasey panted. “The old man’s death wasn’t an accident. The wily old bastard expected it. He left his estate to his last surviving heir, which means—“

“They’ll have to kill each other to get it,” James finished the thought.

“It seems that way.” Kasey muttered, “How do you work for these people? They’re crazy.”

“The kids might be. Lester wasn’t. He was a wily old devil though. With him gone, I don’t think much of my job security,” James replied, climbing to his feet. His suit coat was shredded and half its lining was hanging out through a gaping tear in the back.

Kasey clambered to her feet. “Job security? Right now, I’d be more worried about the health insurance. We’ll be lucky to make it out of here alive.”

James shook his head. “But why us? It’s each other they need to kill, not us.”

Kasey pushed her sweaty hair back out of her face. “Yeah, but do you think that whoever drags them self to the top of that dog pile is going to want any witnesses left breathing?”

“You have a good point, but what now?” James asked. “That car isn’t going anywhere.”

Kasey glanced at the burnt-out shell. Behind it, the front windows of the Villa Maria had been blown out by the force of the blast. As she gathered her thoughts, a tiny figure shot out the front door.

“Thea,” Kasey whispered.

In the chaos, she had forgotten Lester’s children were not far behind her, including Thea, Lester’s timid younger daughter. The poor thing had fared poorly during the meeting; she certainly wasn’t cut out for the Harringtons’ insane Hunger Games re-enactment.

Thea raced down the stairs. Part of Kasey wanted to run straight for the fence line, put as much distance between herself and the unfolding insanity as she could. That would make sense. 

“This isn’t my mess,” Kasey told herself. “I just need to get home. Leave Lester, his will, and his insane children behind.” 

She looked at the fence and then at Thea and knew she just couldn’t do it.

With a growl, she ran back toward the Villa, Thea, and certain death.

Don’t miss the magic and mayhem in A Date With Death. Grab your free copy today!

Visit – https://readerlinks.com/l/2082450
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Conjuring A Coroner Series

If you love witch and wizard thrillers where the mythology and monsters are very real, enter the world of Kasey Chase—a medical examiner taking on shadowy organizations, vampires, and the Fairy Courts, one spell at a time.

A Date With Death(Prequel) – When a wealthy, reclusive wizard is found dead in his mega-mansion, Kasey Chasey is sent to determine the cause of death. Unfortunately, it’s almost certainly one of the five entitled wizarding heirs she’s now locked in a mansion with

Dying To Meet You- Born a witch, Kasey Chase went into forensics so she could use her talents to close cases. This worked great in the morgue, but she’s just been transferred to active duty at the 9th Precinct, and performing magic in front of normals is strictly forbidden.

Plus 11+ other action-packed urban fantasy adventures are waiting for you in the Conjuring a Coroner series.  

Magical Midlife Crisis Series

Do you enjoy your heroes with a little more age and wisdom under their belt? Nora’s a librarian suffering from a magical midlife crisis who turns to bounty hunting to make ends meet. If you love adventures featuring the fae, found family, and urban fantasy adventures set in unusual locations (Australia), then you’ll likely get a real kick out of Nora’s Magical Midlife Crisis.

Bounty Hunter Down Under- My mother always warned me about the creatures of the Otherworld, but I never expected an ice troll to show up at my work.

A Bay Of Angry Fae- When I imagined my forties, I didn’t anticipate quite so many severed heads.

Ghosts At The Coast- It never snows on the Gold Coast. They call it the Sunshine State for a reason.
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Urban Arcanology Series

When you’re looking for a world where magic and mythology are very real, my Urban Arcanology series will hit the spot. Seth comes face-to-face with Greek Gods, angels, demons, and ancient relics in his quest to cure the curse he was born with.

Half-Blood’s Hex- I should have been an archaeologist. They have the good sense to only steal from the dead. I can’t afford to wait that long.

Half-Blood’s Bargain- There was a time when a deadly curse was the worst of my problems.

Half-Blood’s Debt- When I woke up face to face with the God of War, I knew there had been a terrible mistake.

Half-Blood’s Birthright- The Libro Sanguis contains the secrets I need to survive. Unfortunately, it’s located back in New York City in the possession of one Kasey Chase. 

Half-Blood’s Quest- The Holy Grail is meant to grant eternal life, but it seems more likely to be the death of me.

Half-Blood’s Betrayal- Lynch and his army are coming to ensure my extinction. It’s shaping up to be one hell of a wedding.  
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